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Abstract 
A Qualitative Inquiry into the Experience of Transgender Youth on High School Sports Teams 
 
Ron Kennedy, EdD 
Drexel University, April 2018 
Chairperson: Joy C. Phillips 
 
In the world of athletics, a hetero-masculine culture rules, and for many transgender 
athletes this can be a challenging environment.  Transgender students face unique challenges in 
nearly every aspect of school life, and in many cases transgender students face opposition from 
ill-informed coaches and faculty members.  This qualitative, phenomenological case study 
research explored the experiences of transgender athletes.  The study is grounded in three 
theories: queer theory, social constructivism and critical theory.  The purpose of this research is 
to examine lived experiences of recently graduated transgender students in order to promote 
understanding and facilitate the development of best practices for making high school campuses 
and athletic teams more welcoming for transgender students.  The main research question is how 
do transgender, or gender variant recently graduated students reflect on their high school 
experiences as athletes competing on high school sports teams?  This qualitative 
phenomenological study was conducted using open ended interview questions to collect 
qualitative data from transgender students who were asked to reflect on their experiences as a 
transgender high school athlete.  The findings from the interviews include; misconceptions of the 
term transgender; lack of knowledge of transgender and gender variant individuals; teachers’ and 
coaches’ misperception of transgender; and a general lack of knowledge of biology and sex as it 
Running Head:  TRANSGENDER ATHLETES vii 
pertains to transgender.  The participants’ experiences are presented in two narrative forms 
composed across the participants’ interviews but comprised entirely of their own words: (a) 
background profiles and (b) multiple, short narratives addressing various themes.  This study is 
critical to help build understanding and empathy among all the students about transgender 
identity and issues; and to help transgender and gender non-conforming students feel more 
comfortable in school and develop positive self-esteem.  Helping all students to be more 
knowledgeable, understanding, and empathic serves all constituencies in creating safe, 
welcoming, and more humane schools and communities. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
There are approximately 700,000 transgender individuals in the United States (Gates, 
2011); and in recent years, there has been an epidemic of deaths by suicide surrounding lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) youth.  According to Thetrevorproject.org 
(Project, 2105) suicide is the second leading cause of death among young people ages 10 to 24, 
and even more disturbing are the statistics surrounding the LGBTQ community youth.  The rate 
of suicide attempts is four times greater among this group and two times greater for questioning 
youth than that of straight youth (Project, 2105).  Suicide attempts by LGBTQ youth are four to 
six times more likely to result in injury, poisoning or overdose compared to their straight peers.  
40% of transgender adults reported having made a suicide attempt, and 92% of this group did so 
before the age of 25 (Bishop & Casida, 2011).  Additionally, one out of every 6 LGBTQ students 
nationwide in grades 9-12 seriously considered suicide in the past year.  The suicide rate coupled 
with the recent surge of bullying and harassment of this population, particularly among the 
transgender population in schools, underscores that this is an epidemic problem that must be 
addressed. 
Transgender is a broad term used to describe the experiences of individuals whose gender 
identity and expression do not match the sex they were assigned at birth (Stryker, 2008) Some 
people are choosing to live as their true gender by changing their names and the pronouns they 
use to refer to themselves (GLSEN, 2012).  Others express their preferred gender through a 
choice of clothes or hairstyle.  Some transgender people undergo reconstructive surgery or take 
hormones to make their bodies more consistent with how they view themselves.  A student might 
have been identified as a boy at birth, but now identifies as a girl or vice-versa (GLSEN, 2012).   
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These transgender students are challenging educators to re-think their understanding of gender as 
it relates to birth.  Students who have acknowledged being transgender have unique needs that 
need to be addressed by schools to ensure a safe and enjoyable school experience for this 
population of students.  Using a public restroom, for example, can be a very stressful experience 
for the LGBTQ population.  Transgender students in school avoid using the public restroom for 
fear of harassment and bullying and report having anxiety at school daily.  In addition, LGBTQ 
students are at an increased risk of anxiety, depression, suicidal feelings, and substance abuse 
because of negative school experiences (A.Greytak, 2009).  As some have suggested, this 
population of LGBTQ students are frequently at the most risk of engaging in dangerous 
behaviors because they have not accepted their identity and are unlikely to have found a 
supportive peer group (Bishop & Casida, 2011). 
High school is an important environment for LGBTQ youth because they spend so much 
time there.  And yet, as Munoz-Plaza, Quinn, and Rounds (2002) pointed out, the classroom is 
the "most homophobic of all social institutions"(p.53).  In addition to the very serious concerns 
about teen suicide among transgender students, several other negative aspects are associated with 
their involvement in threatening school environments.  For instance, students who are afraid of 
experiencing verbal and physical harassment at school may believe that their only options are to 
miss class or drop out of school altogether (Kosciw, 2010).  LGBTQ students who miss large 
portions of their high school career, or who drop out, are likely to face significant challenges 
when attempting to secure proper employment or obtain higher education.  While absenteeism 
and dropping out of school are not as critical as suicide, they are still serious problems.  Even if 
LGBTQ individuals can "suffer through" high school, they are often unwilling to pursue higher 
education because of the negative experiences they have had in the educational setting.  
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Educators need to provide support to LGBTQ individuals to increase their safety and comfort 
and ensure that the high school experience is a pleasant one. 
One of the toughest arenas for LGBTQ student is in the field of athletics, especially high 
school athletics.  With ever increasing societal awareness and publicity, transgender athletes are 
fighting for their rights to participate in athletics in their preferred gender.  Students in general, 
who participate in athletics are often associated with a host of positive outcomes including 
increased school performance and involvement, growth in community pride and involvement, 
and increased self-esteem and perception of self-worth (Steinberg, 1996).  The National Center 
for Educational Statistics (NCES) reports that four out of five high school seniors participated in 
at least one extracurricular activity in 1992 (NCES, 1992), and of those, 42% chose athletics and 
28% chose performing arts.  It is estimated that nationally, 87% of students aged 6-17 participate 
in at least one extracurricular activity during their school career (NFHS, 2016). 
Receiving a high school varsity letter is one of the most important events in a high school 
student athlete's life.  The wearing of the school colors, involvement in teamwork, and partaking 
in extracurricular activities establish a sense of pride and responsibility not only for the student 
individually but also for that student within the school and larger community as well.  Athletics 
offered through a school are an important part of that secondary school experience.  These 
opportunities allow students to pursue areas of interest to them beyond the academic offerings of 
the typical school day and are often sources of great fun for students.  Historically in athletics, 
competitions and competitors are almost always divided into two main categories-male athletes 
and female athletes.  As high schools and state athletic associations continue to provide 
opportunities for young people to participate, the discussion of transgender athletes on high 
school athletic teams is an important issue to examine.  More young people are identifying as 
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transgender and school administrators, teachers, and staff are uncertain how to manage these 
students.  This study is critical in promoting further understanding to guide high school 
administrators, coaches, and policy makers in developing strategies on how to incorporate 
transgender athletes on sports teams in a fair and non-discriminatory fashion. 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
The problem this study sought to address is the need to explore the lived experiences of 
former transgender high school athletes to unveil concerns of experiences while in high school. 
Nationally, two out of three LGBTQ students reported feeling unsafe at school (Kosciw et al., 
2010).  Transgender students are more susceptible to bullying and harassment as the social 
constructs of what masculinity and femininity are supposed to be are at the root of bullying 
behavior (Meyer, 2009).  Transgender high school athletes’ experiences on sports teams can be 
painful and frustrating (McGreevy, 2013): An athlete may be called "she/he" and "it" by 
opposing players during a game.  An athlete may stop playing sports because it becomes too 
uncomfortable to use the locker room.  An athlete may be required to change clothes in a utility 
closet separate from the rest of the team.  An athlete may quit the team because it becomes too 
painful to keep reminding coaches and teammates about the athlete's preferred pronouns.  It is 
hoped that the findings from this study will assist school districts and state associations in 
addressing these concerns and guide the development of policies and guidelines for the 
participation of transgender high school students in athletics.  The recent heated national debate 
over public restroom access for transgender people, as well as the coming out of former star 
athlete Caitlyn Jenner, have the general population questioning how many transgender people 
there really are and how big an issue this really is (Miller, 2015).  Recent media coverage has 
exposed the country to numerous heartbreaking stories of teen suicide and several such headlines 
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affirm the tragedies are a consequence of bullying (Hall, 2006).  LGBTQ youths are particularly 
vulnerable to the effects of bullying and are at an increased risk for anxiety, depression, and 
suicidal ideation.  The transgender bathroom issue has divided cities and states, as well as states 
and the federal government.  Many school districts have proactively begun to address the issue 
but find themselves in need of guidance.  School administrators, principals, and teachers are 
walking a thin line between state and federal directives—and the potential of upset 
parents—as they struggle to balance concerns about privacy and safety with a fundamental 
mission to provide a safe environment for all students (Buzuvis, 2011).  The struggle comes 
amid legal and political squabbling over an Obama administration directive that interpreted 
transgender bathroom choice as covered by the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which bars sex 
discrimination (Cox, 2017). 
Currently, thirteen states and the District of Columbia have enacted laws protecting 
students from discrimination based on their gender identity (Griffin, 2015).  To encourage 
protection of the transgendered, an April 2014 letter from the Federal Office for Civil Rights 
clarified that discrimination against transgender students in schools is covered by Title IX, and 
that educators in schools across the United States are accountable for ensuring the safety and 
inclusion of transgender students in all school-sponsored activities (NCES, 1992).  Recent 
research (Bishop & Casida, 2011) however, indicates that discrimination prevents many 
transgender students from participating in high school athletics completely and safely.  Research 
has shown that school officials often see transgender students' interest in participating in sports 
according to their affirmed gender identity as disruptive, and practices such as requiring them to 
use locker rooms and bathrooms that correspond to their sex assigned at birth to be problematic 
(Steinmentz, 2014).  However, school leaders are becoming increasingly aware of their 
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responsibilities to ensure that transgender athletes have access to athletic teams according to their 
affirmed gender identity and that these students are safe in locker rooms and on the playing field  
(Kosciw, 2010).  Since the increased visibility of a transgender rights movement in the 1980s 
and a school-based LGBT "safe schools" movement in the 1990s, more young people are 
identifying as transgender (Kosciw, 2010).  The number of these transgender students who want 
to play on athletic teams is on the rise, and it is incumbent on school athletic leaders to develop 
sensible and fair policies to ensure these students the right to participate. 
Because policies vary from state to state, a transgender athlete's opportunity to participate 
may be determined by the state in which they live (Griffin, 2015).  Determining which gender's 
team transgender students will be allowed to compete on can be a complicated process fraught 
with misconceptions, ignorance, and discrimination.  High school athletic directors, 
administrators, and coaches are not prepared to address a transgender student's interest in 
participating in athletics in a systematic, fair and effective manner due to the newness of the 
situation (Vaque, 2014).  Additionally, few athletes have been given the information that would 
prepare them to participate on a team with a teammate whose gender identity is different from 
the sex they were assigned at birth (Vaque, 2014).Many high schools are not fully prepared to 
support transgender students (NFHS, 2016).  As a result, transgender students are exposed to 
harassment and discrimination.  High schools offer little or no support services to transgender 
students in a comprehensive manner (Beemyn, 2010; Lees, 1998; Rankin, 2003), which 
perpetuates difficulty in dealing with discrimination and harassment.  This study aims to explore 
how transgender students, as a minority group in a gender normative society, cope, make sense, 
and fit in to high school athletics participation. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of the research is to explore the lived experiences of recently graduated 
transgender high school athletes, and to understand the concerns of these athletes so that school 
districts can address these concerns through new policies and guidelines.  The study aims to tell 
the stories of the LGBTQ youth athletes, so administrators can better accommodate this group in 
a school setting and assure this population that they can compete in an environment that is fair, 
equitable and safe.  The problem that this study addresses is a lack of understanding how the 
current policies and practices that govern high school athletes impact the particular concerns of 
the transgender high school athlete. 
This study contributes critical information to school leaders seeking to promote and 
ensure the future success of transgender athletes in high school.  This study considered such 
issues as: privacy and confidentiality, names and pronouns, gender-segregated activities, locker 
rooms and changing room access, restroom accessibility and "safe spaces" (Kosciw, 2010, p. 3).  
As this study focused on the life experiences of transgender youths in high school, the findings 
can provide educators with the kind of direct insights that will facilitate the development of tools 
and skills needed to support LGBTQ individuals. 
Significance of the Problem 
Participation in high school athletics is at an all-time high, and the population of those 
identifying as transgender is also increasing (National Federation of High Schools, 2015).  High 
school is part of the overall education of a student, and therefore high schools are committed to 
equal opportunity, diversity and an inclusive culture.  Given the increasing number of high 
school students who identify as transgender (A.Greytak, 2009), school leaders can assume that 
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many transgender athletes will soon be part of the high school athletic team.  Consequently, 
schools are faced with the challenge of providing opportunities for these student athletes that are 
fair and equitable. 
Given the newness of this topic, there is insufficient research on this issue.  Most research 
studies on transgender issues address problems at the collegiate level in regard to NCAA rules 
and regulations (NFHS, 2015), but limited research has been done at the high school level.  Little 
research has been conducted that explores how transgender student athletes make sense of their 
experience in high school.  This research will focus on recently graduated transgender athletes 
who competed in or on high school athletic teams to try and understand the unique experiences 
of these individuals. 
Collegiate and professional athletes have begun to publicly identify themselves as 
transgender; but, despite policies at the collegiate level, very few high schools have developed 
and implemented such policies.  Specific issues that need to be addressed regarding the 
transgender athlete are student rights, privacy, inclusion, civil rights, safety and fairness in 
competitions, and discrimination.  Policy development is the top priority for school leaders, and 
as leaders, struggle to understand how to treat these student athletes in a fair manner, it is 
incumbent upon school administrators to take a proactive approach in supporting and dealing 
with the transgender athlete through education and training. 
Research is critical to ensure the future success of transgender athletes in high school.  
Many high schools and athletic conferences in which these athletes compete do not have policies 
or guidelines governing the inclusion of transgender student-athletes on sports teams (Griffin, 
2015). 
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The Safe Schools Improvement Act of 2015 Amends the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 to require states to direct their local educational agencies (LEAs) to 
establish policies that prevent and prohibit conduct, including bullying and harassment, that is 
sufficiently severe, persistent, or pervasive to: (1) limit students' ability to participate in, or 
benefit from, school programs; or (2) create a hostile or abusive educational environment that 
adversely affects their education  (http://www.education.pa.gov, 2016). 
One primary research question and two sub-questions serve as the foundation for this 
study.  These questions are used to illuminate the experiences of high school transgender athletes 
and to get their sense of changes that administrators need to make. 
Research Questions 
RQ 1.1 How do transgender, recently graduated high school students describe their high 
school experiences as athletes competing on high school sports teams? 
SQ 2.1 What coping mechanisms are transgender athletes using when exposed to 
bullying and harassment in high school? 
SQ 2.2 What action can high school administrators take to meet the needs of transgender 
high school athletes? 
Researcher Stance and Experiential Base 
The researcher has been a high school athletic director for the past twenty years and have 
been involved in public education for over three decades as a teacher, coach, and athletic 
director.  Our school district, like many others in our league and Central Pennsylvania, has 
recently been struggling with how to incorporate the high school transgender athlete into our 
athletic teams.  Numerous discussions have occurred at the high school level, as well as, the 
district office level in regard to privacy, locker room, and discrimination issues.  How can we 
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develop policies that are both fair and inclusive?  This is an issue that the researcher is facing not 
only in his own school but at the league, district and at the state level as well.  The researcher has 
poured over numerous reports and firsthand accounts on this issue, and it is quite clear that 
transgender athletes in schools routinely encounter homophobia, discrimination, and harassment.  
As the athletic leader of the school district and the league, the researcher needed to find a way to 
address this issue. 
Conceptual Framework 
This qualitative, phenomenological case study research is grounded in three theories; 
queer theory, social constructivism and critical theory.  With queer theory and social 
constructivism in mind, individual experiences of transgender persons who were former athletes 
in high school will first be described in terms of the context of his, or her environments, followed 
by an interpretive analysis of common themes that emerge from the interview data using within-
case and cross-case comparisons. 
Sex and gender are never simple to explain and discuss, and typically one’s views about 
gender roles are not clear and concise.  Gender refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviors, 
and attributes that a given society considers to be appropriate for males and females (American 
Psychology Association, 2008).  These societal expectations influence the way people act, 
interact with others, and view one's self.  Transgender individuals develop an identity over time 
and must overcome obstacles such as discrimination, bullying, and transphobia.  At the center of 
this study will be the merging of queer theory and social constructivism theory.  Queer theory is 
a natural fit for this study as often the discussion of transgender people is complex and ever 
changing.  Queer theory, which evolved out of the 1970's feminist movement, is rooted in the 
basic fact that each sex comes with its own essential characteristics.  In the past, Queer theory 
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has been used to examine the context of sexuality regarding women's studies, politics and a host 
of other topics (Butler, 2004).  Queer theorists focus on the idea of gender and individual identity 
of that gender.  Often the discussion of transgender is a political one due to the nature of what 
society expects of a person regarding gender and social practices. 
Social constructivism is the second theoretical foundation underpinning this study.  
According to this theory, a person of study exists only after entering a space that provides 
meaning and context (Keaton & Bodie, 2011).  A person of study in this case is that individual 
who identifies as a transgender individual.  Sex and gender in this theory are explained through a 
social hierarchy where men carry privilege over women.  This social constructivist approach in 
qualitative research does not search for one true value experienced by the masses, but instead 
seeks to understand the experiences of real people in context of the surroundings in which they 
operate. 
Critical Theory is a type of social theory geared toward critiquing and changing societal 
norms and is rooted in the idea of how to bring to light concrete socio-economic conditions that 
shape and influence social life (Dahms, 2008).  Critical Theory is relevant in this study as it aims 
to highlight the social structures and institutions of the transgender athletes in a high school 
setting.  The use of Critical Theory will provide a framework which can be used to explore and 
expose the experiences of transgender athletes as well as serve to identify and understand the 
steps to take to address the problems the transgender face.  Gender studies explore issues of 
sexuality, power, and marginalized populations in society.  A primary concern in gender studies 
is the manner in which gender and sexuality is discussed: these three theories provide a 
framework on which the study can be based. 
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The following three research streams will be the focus of the transgender high school 
athlete: the history of transgender, gender binary, and high school bullying and harassment and 
the presence of “safe spaces” for the transgender population.  Stream one will concentrate on the 
history and evolution of transgender.  Transgender is a broad term used to describe the 
experiences of people whose gender identity and expression do not match the sex they were 
assigned at birth (Erber, 2015).  Some individuals choose to live as their true gender by changing 
their names and the pronouns they use to refer to themselves (GLSEN, 2011).  Others express 
their preferred gender through a choice of clothes or hairstyle.  Transgender people also undergo 
reconstructive surgery or take hormones to make their bodies more consistent with how they 
view themselves.  A student might have been identified as a boy at birth but now identifies as a 
girl or vice-versa (GLSEN, 2011). 
The second literature stream focuses on the concept and theory of gender binary.  
Throughout history, cultures have used the roles of man and women as steadfast and unwavering.  
Under the binary model, gender is a rigid model where only male and female identification exist, 
and there are no gray areas between the two.  The social construction of gender in most societies 
is a contrast between male and female designations where expectations, roles, and dress are 
strictly defined and inflexible, and the existence of another gender is usually disregarded. 
The third literature stream focuses on bullying and harassment and transgender.  Gender 
expression and sexual orientation are two of the top three reported reasons for bullying (GLSEN, 
2009).  Research has shown that over 25% of transgender youths drop out of high school due to 
the bullying and harassment issues.  (GLSEN, 2009) The negative impact of this bullying and 
discrimination is significant.  Unless students’ feel safe at school, feel a sense of belong, and feel 
valued in the learning process, it is unlikely that students will perform to their potential. 
TRANSGENDER ATHLETE  13 
 
 
Figure 1.1 Conceptual Framework 
 
 
 
 
 
Definition of Terms 
Bullying: To use strength or influences to intimidate someone (Moore, 2005). 
Civil Rights: A broad range of privileges and rights guaranteed by the United States 
Constitution (Stryker, 2008). 
Gender: the state of being male or female (Stryker, 2008). 
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Gender expression: Refers to the “…way in which a person acts to communicate gender 
within the given culture; for example, in terms of clothing, communication patterns and 
interests.  A person’s gender expression may or may not be consistent with socially 
prescribed gender roles, and may or may not reflect his or her gender identity” (American 
Psychology Association, 2008, p.  28). 
Intersex: Refers to a person who is born with ambiguous genitalia or physical features caused 
by alterations in typical male and female hormones (Stryker, 2008). 
Title IX: A comprehensive federal law that prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex in any 
federally funded education program or activity (Title IX, n.d.). 
Transgender: A person whose gender identity does not match the sex assigned at birth 
(Stryker, 2008). 
14th Amendment: Addressed many aspects of citizenship and the rights of its citizens 
(Stryker, 2008). 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
There are three assumptions related to this study.  First, participants will be honest in 
their self-identification as transgender students.  This is critical to ensure accuracy and credibility 
of the study.  Second, transgender students receive unwelcoming messages, whether intentional 
or unintentional, on high school campuses and as members of an athletic team.  Research studies 
have proven that this is, in fact, the case (Vaque, 2014).  Third, participants will be as honest in 
their responses to research questions as they are able to with the understanding that study 
participants may be struggling with their identity and may not answer all the questions honestly 
and in depth. 
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Limitations 
This study has three limitations.  First, participants could struggle with being upfront and 
honest about their experiences in high school.  For some participants, this may be a painful 
experience and one that the study participants may not wish to remember in detail.  Second, gaps 
in participant’s memory may exist due to the number of years that has elapsed since the 
participants were in high school.  Third, the findings from this study are limited to the research 
participants who provide insights and understanding that may be helpful to a broader population. 
Delimitations 
A delimitation of the study is in the operational definition of transgender.  For purposes 
of this study, the term transgender includes several categorical identities, such as genderqueer, 
queer, genderless, cross dressing, and any other of the 22 permutations of the word.  This 
delimitation was done for simplicity and to provide broad parameters for accessing study 
participants as there may be a limited number of transgender identified people who would be 
willing to participate in a research study. 
Summary 
Education outside the four walls of the classroom is an important part of every high 
school today.  The educational experiences that occur outside of the classroom are an extension 
of, and a compliment to, the classroom portion of the student's educational program, which is, 
even more, the reason to encourage participation in athletic activities.  In some cases, 
participation in these activities is necessary to keep students interested in school (Decker, 1995).  
Athletics creates a more positive educational experience and, in most cases, is responsible for 
teaching some of life's most important lessons.  High school-based athletics programs are part of 
a comprehensive educational curriculum, and the attention should be on supporting participation-
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-not restricting it—for all students.  Implementing well-informed and inclusive policies for the 
participation of transgender athletes according to their affirmed gender identity is consistent with 
the educational values of equity and fairness for all students.  Policies need to be developed to 
ensure both the success of the transgender athlete as well as the success of high school athletic 
teams.  Research focused on understanding the specific experiences and perspectives of 
transgender high school athletes, as described in the study, can contribute to the development of 
such policies. 
The literature that exists concerning the lived experiences of transgender high school 
athletes is limited.  The literature that does exist focuses on college athletes or the transgender 
population in general.  Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature on transgender history, 
gender binary, how Title IX connects with transgender, and finally bullying and harassment 
issues and concerns that the transgender community faces. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
There is a clear lack of understanding about transgender athletes and how to include them 
as part of a high school athletic team.  The purpose of the proposed study is to explore the lived 
experiences of recently graduated transgender high school athletes, and to understand the 
concerns of these athletes so that school districts can address these concerns through new 
policies and guidelines.  Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature relevant to key concepts in 
the study of transgender athletes.  While research has thoroughly examined gender schema and 
athletic identity in female sports participation (Steinmentz, 2014), there has been little study of 
the specific population of transgender athletes in high school.  To the author’s knowledge, there 
has been no systematic review of the literature pertaining to sport participation or competitive 
sport policies in transgender people.  It is hoped that this study will begin to address the current 
gap in study of transgender athletes.  The literature review will include three streams of 
literature; 1) the history and background of transgender, 2) gender binary and 3) bullying and 
harassment (see figure 2). 
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Figure 2.  Literature map. This figure depicts the three streams of literature and underpinning 
theoretical framework.  
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Social Constructivist View 
Need to Study Further: How do transgender, graduated students reflect on 
their high school experiences as athletes competing on high school sports 
teams? 
Question: How do schools address issues such as locker room 
accessibility, competitive balance, privacy and confidentiality issues in 
regard to the transgender high school athlete? 
Critical Theory 
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Sixty-two percent of non-transgender youth reported having no long-term mental health 
problems, compared with 78 percent of transgender students (Erickson, 2014).  Those are 
alarming statistics and yet another reason for transgender research and solutions to how to treat 
the transgender population.  Fully understanding the idea of transgender and high school athletics 
requires one to consider the benefits one derives from participation in high school athletic 
activities. 
Stream 1: History and Background of Transgender 
Some historical perspective is important to understand what transgender is and how it 
became formed into a movement.  The transgender movement roots date back to the late 1850’s 
where a number of municipalities passed ordinances that made it illegal for a man or woman to 
appear in public in dress not belonging to his or her own sex (Stryker, 2008).  There is very little 
research that helps explain why cross-dressing became a social issue, but by the late 1990’s more 
and more people were beginning to see transgender issues as an innovative topic and one of great 
interest for those interesting in creating social change.  Today, students are identifying as 
transgender at increasingly younger ages (Kosciw, 2010). 
Knowledge of vocabulary.  Given the many ways transgender identity is conveyed and 
described, it is necessary to establish a common terminology in order to maintain a consistent 
frame of reference.  Sexual orientation and gender identity are distinct theories that many people 
often muddle together or completely misunderstand (Stryker, 2008).  For clarity purposes, sex is 
defined (Stryker, 2008) as the biological anatomy assigned to a person at birth, either male or 
female.  Sex is not the same as gender although many people mistakenly use the terms 
interchangeably.  In contrast, gender refers to how we tell people apart and how one lives his or 
her life day-to-day (Stryker, 2008).  Bornstein (1995) suggests that appearance, roles, and 
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mannerisms all contribute to how people categorize gender.  In this regard, gender typically 
matches one’s biological sex. 
In the case of a transgender person, the sex and gender do not match.  "Gender identity" 
is the internal sense of one's gender, regardless of anatomy.  "Transgender" is a general term 
used to include people with various gender identities that do not match what they were labeled 
with at birth due to their anatomy.  Those who transition from male to female ("MTF") or female 
to male ("FTM") are included under this generalization.  "Cisgender" is a word that describes 
everyone who is not transgender -- that is, people whose gender identity matches up with the sex 
they were labeled with at birth.  "Gender binary" is the concept that there are only two genders 
that someone could be: male or female.  This concept is explored in more detail later in this 
chapter.  However, as figure 3 shows, people who identify as "genderqueer" reject the gender 
binary and instead believe their gender lies somewhere on a spectrum.  They might express their 
gender identity as being neither female nor male, or as "gender fluid," a mix of the two (Stryker, 
2008).  Because the word transgender is a word that has only recently become part of the 
vocabulary at the high school level, the actual word, and how people define the word and what it 
means, is still under examination. 
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Figure 3.   Gender identification.  This model shows gender identification as binary (male or 
female) or a point on a spectrum between male and female 
 
Many believe that the sense of being male or female is simply a matter of biology, while others 
believe that it lies in language and how one describes oneself (Erikson, 2014).  The literature 
suggests that many of the new terms lack a precise definition and are not commonly used outside 
the sexual minority community (K. Bryant Smalley, 2016).  Because words such as gay, 
homosexual, and queer are used interchangeably, problems arise in conducting and publishing 
effective research that clearly informs the larger public regarding transgender.  Additionally, 
some of the terms used by both researchers and the LGBTQ community are considered 
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controversial and often carry a derogatory and sometimes inflammatory connotation depending 
on the culture and the context of its use (Gender Equity Resource Center, n.d.). 
Many different categories and types of people identify with the transgender and gender 
non-conforming community.  Transgender and Trans are terms used to categorize individuals to 
exist outside the conventional boundaries of gender.  The expression of one’s gender identity 
varies greatly from one person to another.  Transgender people do not always pursue medical or 
hormonal treatment to alter their physical appearance.  A person who identifies as gender queer 
or gender non-conforming may not always self- identify as transgender but may still experience 
the same kind of discrimination and oppression of an individual who has identified as 
transgender. 
While rights of the transgendered have slowly gained ground across the United States in 
areas of employment, health care and recognition, transgender people still face obstacles when it 
comes to competing in athletics in a high school setting.  The public is still largely 
uncomfortable and confused with the idea of transgender athletes competing against and 
alongside their non-transgendered peers.  Schools and interscholastic associations across the 
country (Steinmetz, 2015) are recognizing the rights of transgendered athletes to compete on 
school teams fully and without difficulty.  These organizations have also started the process of 
developing policies regarding transgendered athletes and these policies of inclusion are 
consistent with Title IX and in fact are required by Title IX. 
Title VII and Title IX.  Title IX legal cases regarding the term “sex discrimination” have 
been based on past precedents and linked to Title VII sex discrimination cases regarding the 
breadth and definition of sex.  Therefore, a description of the evolution of the term sex in Title 
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VII is a starting point for the more thorough discussion of case law regarding Title IX and sex 
discrimination. 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is a federal law that prohibits employers from 
discriminating against employees on the basis of sex, race, color, national origin, and religion.  It 
generally applies to employers with 15 or more employees, including federal, state, and local 
governments (Champion, 2005). 
The first cases in which transsexual plaintiffs sought protection under Title IX happened 
in 1975 (Welden, 2011).  In January 1975, an employee, Charles Voyles, informed his employers 
that he was going to undergo sex reassignment surgery.  Shortly after informing his employers, 
Voyles was fired on the claim that the reassignment surgery would be distracting and cause 
“adverse effects” to Voyles’ co-workers and the patients (Voyles v. Davies Medical Center, 2011 
as cited in Welden, 2011, p 42).  Charles Voyles now Carol Lynn Voyles, believed she was 
being discriminated against under the sex discrimination statutes of Title VII.   The court denied 
Voyles claim, declaring that the term “sex” under Title VII does not include change of sex, 
sexual identity, or “transsexuals, homosexuals, or bisexuals” (p. 457).  The court posited that 
Title VII was enacted to protect solely women not any other combination or permutation of sex ( 
(Title IX , n.d.)). 
A similar verdict was reached in Grossman v. Bernards Township (Champion, 2005) only 
a few months before.  Grossman was a tenured elementary school teacher who underwent sex 
reassignment surgery and was fired shortly thereafter.  The court declared Grossman’s sudden 
change was unbecoming of a teacher which could ultimately be considered harmful to the young 
and impressionable students.  The courts again declared that the legislative history of Title VII 
does not indicate any intent to include transgender(Title IX , n.d.).  For the next decade, the 
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Voyles and Grossman cases were considered precedent for transgender seeking protection under 
Title VII.  Time and time again, the courts declared that Title VII was not created to protect the 
transgender population (Champion, 2005).  As a result, Title IX was created to address sex 
discrimination as the matter was understood and accepted at the time. 
Title IX of the Education Amendments was passed into law in 1972 to help create more 
opportunities for women.  In the passing of Title IX, Congress admitted that women had been 
restricted in their educational opportunities and consequently their employment (Title IX , n.d.).  
Historically, women had been directed toward vocations by their educational institution based on 
their sex, such as being a teacher or nurse.  One of the major tenants of Title IX was to eliminate 
such practices.  Title IX explicitly prohibits against discrimination in any education program or 
activity receiving federal financial aid.  Educational institutions that fall under Title IX are 
vocational institutions, professional education, graduate higher education and public institutions 
of undergraduate higher education. 
Title IX, as intended, created more opportunities for women to compete in athletics.  The 
passing of Title IX was the first real step in acknowledging that women had been restricted in 
participating in athletics and other educational opportunities.  Title IX regulations permit schools 
to “operate or sponsor separate teams for members of each sex where selection for such teams is 
based upon competitive skill or the activity involved is a contact sport” (Title IX, p 5 , n.d.).  
Accordingly, the regulations recognized that schools may institute gender-segregated teams in 
certain circumstances, but also stated that individuals cannot be denied the opportunity for equal 
participation in sports based on their sex.  These regulations, Title IX case law, and the reasoning 
behind each, all lead to the conclusion that transgender students in elementary and secondary 
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schools must be permitted to participate on sports teams consistent with their gender identity 
(Title IX , n.d.). 
Recent legislation.  On February 22, 2017, the Trump Administration withdrew the 
current U.S.  Department of Justice and Department of Education guidance that interpreted Title 
IX’s protections against sex discrimination to encompass discrimination based on gender identity 
and transgender status (US Department of Education, 2017).  The “Dear Colleague” letter, issued 
by both departments on February 22, cited recent litigation challenging the Obama 
Administration’s interpretation of Title IX regarding transgender students as the primary reason 
to remove the existing guidance and to allow the Departments to “further and more completely 
consider the legal issues involved.” The Departments specifically refer to the Fourth Circuit’s 
decision in G.G. v. Gloucester County School Board, (2016), which deferred to the Obama 
Administration’s interpretation that Title IX’s protections against sex discrimination encompass 
discrimination based on gender identity and transgender status, as well as to the U.S.  District 
Court for the Northern District of Texas’ nationwide injunction of the federal guidance in State 
of Texas et al. v. United States of America et al., 2016.  However, this injunction does not protect 
a school district from private lawsuits by transgender students (PASA Education Update, 2017). 
Pennsylvania did not have a state law regarding use of facilities according to biological 
sex.  However, in 2017, the United States District Court for the Western District of 
Pennsylvania, issued a preliminary injunction in Evancho.vs. Pine Richland School District, 
2017 to maintain the status quo of allowing transgender students to use the facilities of the 
gender with which they identify, as had been the practice for a period prior to the school board 
adopting a resolution to restrict the use of facilities to their biological gender. 
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Concerns regarding competitive advantage.  McGreevy (2013) argued that concerns 
that permitting transgender students to participate in K-12 athletics will lead to injuries for 
transgender males competing with cisgender males, or cisgender females competing with 
transgender females, or competitive advantages or disadvantages, lack merit.  These same 
arguments were previously advanced (and rejected) to justify restricting girls from participation 
in sports altogether and, later, from participation on all-male sports teams where no female 
equivalent was offered.  While much of the increased opportunity for girls created by Title IX 
has come from the creation of sex-segregated girls’ athletic teams, girls have often been 
permitted to participate on traditionally all male athletic teams (Title IX , n.d.).  Eleven Courts 
have routinely rejected arguments that physical differences between the sexes justify exclusion 
of females from otherwise all male sports teams (Champion, 2005). 
For example, in the National Organization for Women, Essex County Chapter v.  Little 
League Baseball, Inc., date a New Jersey state court concluded that, pursuant to a New Jersey 
public accommodation anti-discrimination law, girls could not be excluded from participation in 
Little League Baseball, and that there was “substantial credible evidence that girls of ages 8-12 
are not as a class subject to materially greater hazard of injury while playing baseball than boys 
of that age group (National Organization for Women v. Little League Baseball, Inc, 1974, p 42).  
Accordingly, the court held that girls “must be invited and admitted as freely and as unreservedly 
as the boys” (National Organization for Women v. Little League Baseball, Inc, 1974, pg 44). 
Similarly, Champion (2005) pointed out that in Force v.  Pierce City R-VI School 
District, year a federal district court held that a junior high school’s prohibition of female 
participation on the football team was impermissible under the Equal Protection Clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment.  The court specifically rejected the justification that a typical 13-year-
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old female would have a higher potential for injury than a 13-year-old male.  Instead, the court 
ruled that 13-year old females could safely play eighth grade football in mixed sex competition, 
and that 13-year old males could not.  Nevertheless, as Champion (2005) noted, the school 
allowed all boys the opportunity to play football.  The court thus held that there was no legal 
justification for the prohibiting of females from the football team.  Additional studies on the 
competitive balance issue are difficult to find, however, one such study was conducted by 
Girshick and studied race times from transgender women. 
Girshick (2008) conducted a study in which he collected race times from eight 
transgender women runners over a period of seven years (Girshick, 2008).  The collection 
process consisted of seeking out female transgender distance runners, mostly online, and then 
asking them to submit race times.  When possible, race times were then verified using online 
services listing race results.  For six of the eight runners, online checking made it possible to 
verify approximately half of the submitted times.  Two of the subjects, runners three and four, 
would only participate anonymously, creating an ethical dilemma over the use of their times, 
versus respect for their privacy.  Seven of the eight subjects experienced a substantial reduction 
in running speed when a transition of gender from male to female took place.  Survey results 
were analyzed given the well-known approximation that men would, on average, run 10% faster 
than women (Devries, 2008).  This analysis concluded that no data were found indicating any 
sporting advantage or disadvantage for transgender women as compared to other women 
athletes.  Nevertheless, studies like this one are rare and hard to find.  There are two major 
obstacles identified in the study.  The first problem is how to develop a study to create a 
significant measurement of athletic performance.  The second problem is to finding study 
participants.  There are limited transgender athletes, and even fewer who want to be identified. 
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Many people contend that transgender women have an unfair advantage in women’s 
competition.  Opponents of transgender inclusion often point to physical characteristics such as 
height and size, which are not changed by gender reassignment, and suggest that transgender 
women will always maintain an unfair advantage over cisgender women.  These arguments 
continue today and are not confined to competition at the highest levels.  Recently, 10,000 emails 
were sent to protest the decision by the State of Minnesota to allow high school transgender 
athletes to compete in their chosen gender (Minnesota Star Tribune, 2014).  However, as 
Steinmetz (2015) points out every major sporting organization to look at the issue since 2004 has 
agreed to allow transgender women to participate. 
Rationale.  Regardless of funding sources or protective policies, the language around 
protective laws such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Title VII) continues to be left to 
interpretation of lower level courts.  When Title VII was written into law it was noted that the 
protection against discrimination based on sex was added as a last-minute addition.  The 
understanding of the parameters used to define the word “sex” were not defined, and when 
Congress passed Title VII, it was understood that “sex” referred to male and female, primarily 
referring to biological women who were to be discriminated against in the workforce.  While 
protective policies and laws vary by state, best-practice approaches to supporting transgender 
students should be applied universally.  By viewing the uniqueness as a troubled minority, the 
changes needed to support and engage transgender and gender non-conforming students can 
begin to occur.  Fully understanding transgender and athletics, is to first understand exactly what 
the term gender binary means. 
Stream 2: Gender Binary 
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The term gender binary refers to the position that there are only two genders, male and 
female.  Burdge (2007) examined how gender binary is constructed and found that the very 
existence of this binary is oppressive to transgender people because this gender binary forces 
them into one category or another.  He emphasized that this gender binary system is deeply 
entrenched in US society, and there are serious consequences--morally, politically, socially, and 
legally--for those who disobey gender norms.  Because there are only two legally recognized 
genders, people who cross gender borders do not exist, in a legal and social sense according to 
the author.  Girshick (2009) points out that legal status as either male or female informs social 
matters such as: marriage, divorce, adoption, child custody, inheritance, immigration status, and 
employment. 
Although there are some who argue that gender is socially constructed, society at large 
generally believes that gender is based on biological anatomy (Cox, 2017).  Therefore, society 
has determined that one can only identify as male or female and to identify in any other manner 
is outside of what is “normal” in society.  Just as society has dictated that gender is either male or 
female, society has also determined that transgender people exist as “the other” identity (Paxton, 
2006).  Barb Burdge (2007), using a phenomenological approach, recruited fifteen self-identified 
transgender adults from three Midwestern states to determine how they categorized their gender.  
Based on his findings, Burdge argued that placing transgendered into a fixed gender binary 
category is inappropriate.  Trans people simply do not fit into a single category.  Society is 
particularly confused about them because there is little awareness on a large scale about the 
concept of gender outside of the gender binary. 
Transgender identity.  Transgender identity development may occur as early as young 
childhood or much later in life (Burgess, 1999), but recognition and expression of gender occurs 
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throughout one’s life; therefore, there is not minimum or maximum age that one can identify as 
transgender.  Additionally, there is not just one set of factors that distinguish a transgender 
person from a non-transgender person.  Eyler and Wright (1997) developed a continuum of 
gender on which Trans people could determine their own identity.  Their nine-point scale 
allowed each person to identify as female, male, or something in between.  In doing this, gender 
binary was eliminated as well as the idea that one must identify with the biological sex they were 
given. 
For many people, their internal sense of themselves as gendered beings does not match 
with the gender society has determined for them, based on their biological sex (Cox, 2017).  
People have long argued that gender identity is not so much of a dichotomy but rather a 
continuum along which any individual may fall, depending on a variety of factors, including 
anatomy, chromosomes, hormones and feelings (Gagne , 2004).  Public opinion seems to support 
these propensities.  A Public Religion Research Institute in 2017 as cited in (Cox 2017, p. 8) 
found that nearly nine in 10 Americans believed “that transgender people deserve the same rights 
and protections as other Americans.” (Cox, p.  3).  Still, three in 10 of those surveyed could not 
define the term “transgender.”  It is not surprising that transgender people often struggle to come 
to terms with their identities. 
Gagne, Tewksbury and Mcgaughy (1997) explored the idea of social pressure that 
influences transgender identity through the study of the coming out experiences of transgender 
individuals.  Their empirical study explored the social context in which transgender individuals 
resist the norms that society has placed on gender identity.  The purpose was to study ways in 
which transgender people challenge the notion of gender binary and test the association between 
gender and sex as defined by societal norms.  The researchers used semi-structured interviews 
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with 65 masculine-to-feminine individuals to identify identities along the transgender spectrum.  
The sample included 27 pre-operative individuals, 10 post-operative individuals, and four non-
operative individuals, along with 24 cross-dressers and was conducted over a one-year period.  
The study findings indicated that social pressures to conform to the gender binary were 
experienced as desires for relationship maintenance and self-preservation.  The study identified 
the contradiction that in coming out as the opposite gender, transgender individuals reinforce and 
verify the exact gender binary system they are trying to escape (Gagne, Tewksbury & 
Mcgaughy, 1997). 
Sport has long been considered a space in which traditional gender norms are reinforced.  
The gender binary in sport (the belief in only two categories of sex and gender: male/masculine 
and female/feminine) is strictly policed in today’s sporting climate by sexist, homophobic and 
transphobic language and behavior (Semerjian & Waldron , 2001).  While a few openly 
transgender athletes have gained attention, and challenged the traditional notions of gender in 
sport, little literature has examined the personal and cultural impact of their participation. 
A queer-feminist framework, forwarded by Sykes (1998), guided one such study of the 
experiences of transgender athletes.  Three self-identified transgender athletes participated in two 
interviews: the first, unstructured, discussed their sport experiences; the second, semi-structured, 
clarified and expanded upon issues raised in the first interview.  All three participants competed 
in high school sports, two continued at the collegiate club level, and one continued in martial 
arts.  The participants’ experiences were presented in two narrative forms composed across the 
participants’ interviews but comprised entirely of their own words.  A layered narrative approach 
(Caulley, 2008) was used to present and analyze the participants’ experiences.  The athletes’ 
narratives, challenged common definitions of transgender athletes and exposed a gender identity 
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continuum in sport.  Because their gender identities varied across the gender continuum, the 
participants’ participation in athletics challenged the common practice of segregation by gender.  
All three participants found safe spaces in which to participate, however seemingly supportive 
actions, such as a separate locker room designation, became challenging as two participants 
reported experiencing prejudiced behavior even within queer sport settings. 
High school presents a unique opportunity for many students to begin to explore their 
identity and their place in the world.  High school is a time when students on the social fringe 
can begin to express their identity and find like-minded groups and friends.  For transgender and 
gender non-conforming people, high school is often the first opportunity for them to question 
their ascribed gender and explore different facets of their identities.  With this environment 
comes a freedom to experiment with one’s gender expression as well as nouns and pronouns.  
While this period of exploration and identity development provides many opportunities for 
students to grow and mature, transgender students can be most vulnerable to harassment, 
oppression, and discrimination due to their transgender identity or expression (Beemyn, 2010). 
Rationale.  A review of the literature in this stream indicates that the discourse around 
gender binary classification is complex and comprised of many competing perspectives.  As this 
study aims to capture the lived experiences of transgender athletes’ experiences in high school 
athletic programs, it is important to understand and take into account how this discourse 
underpins their experiences and will likely inform findings.   
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Stream 3: Bullying and Harassment 
Bullying and harassment is defined as: intimidation or bullying by any intentionally 
written message or image—including those that are electronically transmitted.  The definition 
clarifies bullying and harassment as a verbal, or physical act, when an act:  
• Physically harms a student or damages the student’s property. 
• Has the effect of substantially interfering with a student’s education. 
• Is so severe, persistent or pervasive that it creates an intimidating or threatening 
educational environment (Griffin, 2015). 
Students who are the targets of harassment and attack by their peers can experience 
increased school absenteeism and academic difficulties, including falling grades (Kosciw, 2010).  
For example, the author points out that these students are more likely to drop out of school and 
have an increased risk of alcohol and drug use and abuse and associated physical symptoms.  
The author points out that these students often experience serious mental health problems 
including depression, anxiety disorders, increased fear, withdrawal from family and peers, post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), low self-esteem, poor body image, and suicidal ideation, 
attempts, and completion.  The 2010 State of Higher Education for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender People study (Rankin, 2010)indicated that LGBTQ students, staff, faculty, and 
administrators remain at significantly higher risk, compared with the study's control group of 
their heterosexual and gender normative counterparts, for harassment at US colleges and 
universities.  The online study comprised 5,149 participants who identified along what is referred 
to as a "queer spectrum" ("lesbian," "gay," "same-sex loving," "bisexual," "pansexual," 
"asexual," "questioning," and other terms indicating sexual identity) and a "trans spectrum" 
("transmasculine," "transfeminine," "gender nonconforming," "cross-dresser," "tranny boi," 
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"gender queer," "pre-op," along with other terms indicating gender identity and expression).  
Participants included students, staff, faculty, and administrators representing all fifty states.  
Seventy-one percent of respondents expressed relative comfort with their institutions' overall 
campus climate; 77 percent with their department or work unit climate, and 65 percent with the 
classroom climate.  However, 31 percent experienced a difficult or hostile campus climate and 
21 percent experienced some form of harassment related to their sexual identity or gender 
expression.  Along the queer spectrum and the trans spectrum, 13 percent and 43 percent 
respectively feared for their physical safety, and 43 percent of queer spectrum and 63 percent of 
trans spectrum participants concealed their identities (stayed "in the closet") to avoid 
intimidation (Bishop & Casida, 2011). 
The Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) (2003) completed a 
study involving 1,600 surveys of LGBT students, faculty, and staff at 14 colleges and 
universities.  Results overwhelmingly indicated most participants experienced harassment and 
discrimination, feared for their physical safety, and hid their sexual or gender identity on their 
campuses.  In a study of 50 transgender college students, Rankin and Beemyn (2005) found that 
44% of participants had experienced harassment including derogatory remarks, verbal threats, 
graffiti/vandalism, physical threats and assaults, denial of services, and pressure to be silent 
(Rankin & Beemyn, 2005, as cited in Beemyn, 2005).  Lombardi et al.  (2001) surveyed 402 
transgender participants, 59.5% of which indicated they had experienced harassment or violence 
by others.  Additionally, 37.1% stated they had experienced economic discrimination.  This 
would include job and wage discrimination among others.  Transgender people also experience 
high levels of physical danger.  Compared to non-transgender and heterosexual students, LGBT 
youth are four times more likely to be victims of verbal or physical assaults and, as a result, are 
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five times more likely to miss school due to fear for their personal safety (Lee, 2000).  
McKinney (2005) completed a similar study of 85 self-identified transgender college students 
regarding their perceptions of discrimination on campus.  Results indicated that most participants 
believed that the campus climate was hostile towards transgender students. 
Because of the social stigma and lack of acceptance, suicide and depression among 
transgender youth is common.  Burgess (1999) reported that more than 50% of sexual minorities 
were ridiculed by their peers for their “differences.”  Sausa (2002) conducted an interview-based 
study with 55 self-identified transgender youth regarding past suicidal attempts and ideation.  
Results indicated that 45% of respondents seriously considered taking their lives while 26% 
reported at least one suicide attempt.  Of these attempts and ideation, most participants indicated 
that their inability to accept their own transgender identity, including the lack of acceptance by 
others, and that this directly related to their suicidal behavior. 
Grossman (2005) studied fifty-five transgender youth and the perceived parent reaction to 
the child’s admission of a non-conforming gender identity.  The investigators studied a sample of 
31 MTF (male to female) and 24 FTM (female to male) transgender youth between the ages of 
15 and 21 and found that 59% of the parents had negative reactions to the child’s identity when 
initially told of non-conforming identity.  All subjects reported feeling different from others in 
school, and forty-three of the participants’ mothers and twenty-six of the fathers knew about 
their identities.  The study, which used interviews and questionnaires as the methodology, 
reported that 54% of their mothers and 63% of their fathers initially reacted negatively, and 50% 
of the mothers and 44% of their fathers reacted negatively at the time of the interviews an 
average of 3 years later.  Further results indicated that parents of these non-conforming identity 
types were both physically abusive as well as mentally abusive.  This increased level of parental 
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abuse corresponded to increased levels of gender non-conformity.  This lack of acceptance by 
parents, coupled with high levels of abuse often leads to severe emotional consequences 
including depression, anxiety, and suicide (Grossman, 2005). 
Transgender people face unique challenges everyday based solely on gender identity.  
Through clinical observation, Seil (2004) describes the diagnosis and treatment of 271 
transgendered patients.  Seil found that many of the transgender population suffer from some sort 
of mental disorder.  Thirty-two percent of the population in this study had a positive history for 
drug and alcohol abuse.  One reason for this may be the isolation and guilt the transgender 
population feel about how they identify themselves. 
Rationale.  The reason it is important to include transgender athletes in the customary 
athletic world is due to the benefits that participation in athletics provides.  A sense of belonging 
due to the participation in athletics can counter act the negative side of the bullying and 
harassment that typically occurs with transgender students.  Many studies have stated that 
extracurricular participation increases an individual’s self-esteem, which not only has a positive 
effect on the student’s school involvement but also may encourage further educational plans 
including college enrollment and college attainment (Braddock, 1981).  A study of fifth through 
ninth graders and the effect of sports on well-being, found that sports is one of the most positive 
activities in an adolescent’s life (Butterfield, Brown, & Perrone, 1991).  They suggest that 
athletic involvement is associated with higher levels of motivation, positive affect, and greater 
psychological arousal relative to other activities.  Studies discussing the benefits of 
extracurricular activities are many; for the most part, parents, school boards, teachers, and 
administrators recognize the importance of such activities.  Researchers have shown statistically 
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significant relationships between extracurricular activities and a variety of positive outcomes 
(Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003). 
Summary 
The literature reviewed above provides a glimpse into the issues facing the transgender 
population.  The history of transgender, knowledge of Title IX and understanding bullying and 
harassment of the transgender community are three significant factors in understanding the issues 
facing transgender high school athletes.  Significant knowledge gaps were found across the board 
on transgender and athletes in high school, and there was a lack of prospective strong research 
and representation of transgender-specific data in medical journals.  More data and research are 
needed to bridge the knowledge gaps that currently exist and improve the information on and 
about the transgender community.  Research indicates that transgender individuals frequently 
experience marginalization and personal discrimination within a high school setting.  Missing 
from the literature is a discussion of what can be done to address such patterns in high school, 
based upon empirical data gathered from transgender and gender non-conforming students, staff, 
and faculty.  The present study aims to fill this gap by reporting on solutions offered by a sample 
of 6 transgender athletes from across the United States. 
The country is in the midst of what Time magazine once dubbed the transgender tipping 
point (Steinmentz, 2014), which helps explain why these transgender controversies are becoming 
more prevalent.  Schools are emerging as the center for that cultural change—for both its 
opponents and its forerunners.  Questions surrounding transgender students may seem 
insignificant for all but a small minority.  However, in a survey of its students, the Los Angeles 
Unified School District, which helped spearhead California’s landmark law prohibiting 
discrimination based on gender identity in schools—found that just 0.5 percent of students 
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identified as transgender.  However, while the percentage may seem negligible, it translates into 
3,000 kids, a number that continues to grow. 
School district administrators can no longer avoid the transgender issues.  Currently there 
are over 700,0000 people in the country that identify as transgender  (PASA Education Update, 
2017), and many schools now have these students walking their hallways, identified or not; thus, 
school districts need to react.  Schools are facing lawsuits over the issues of transgender students 
(Vaque, 2014).  The Maine Supreme Court recently found a school liable for violating the rights 
of a transgender student (Doe v.  Regional School Unit 26).  Public school districts need to 
change and begin to meet the needs of these transgender students to avoid legal issues that are 
popping up all over the country.  The transgender student athlete has become the focus of high 
school administrators and school boards across the country.  As the number of young people 
matriculating from elementary school, to junior high school to high school, is increasing, schools 
will need to be proactive in their approach to addressing the transgender issues and in developing 
policies that are firm, fair, and consistent.  Compliance to both Title VII and Title IX will be 
critical in the success of future schools.  Finding the solution to the problem of how to write 
policies of inclusion and fairness is critical to the success of future high school transgender 
athletes.  Chapter 3 describes the research design for the study. 
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Chapter 3.  Methodology 
Introduction 
Transgender students have unique concerns regarding participation on high school 
athletic teams.  Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) students are 
likely to have unique experiences in the larger school environment as well.  Research has 
validated that these students are frequent targets of verbal harassment and physical bullying at 
school (Kosciw, Greytak, & Diaz, 2009).  This phenomenological study explored the lived 
experiences of transgender high school athletes to unveil the concerns of transgender athletes and 
how they experience the way in which school districts are currently addressing these concerns 
through policies and guidelines for their participation in athletics. 
Using a phenomenological approach, the goal of this research was to develop an account 
of the participants’ views of the phenomenon being studied—school sports experiences of 
transgender high school athletes.  The research questions are broad and general so that the 
participants could construct the meaning of a situation, a meaning typically forged in discussions 
or interactions with other persons.  The more open-ended the questioning, the better, as the 
researcher listens carefully to what people say, or do in their life setting (Creswell, 2008).  The 
following research questions guided this study: 
RQ 1.1.  How do transgender, recently graduated high school students reflect on their 
high school experiences as athletes competing on high school sports teams? 
 RQ 2.1.  What coping mechanisms are transgender athletes using when exposed to 
bullying and harassment in high school? 
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RQ 2.2.  What action can high school administrators take to meet the needs of 
transgender high school athletes? 
Chapter 3 describes the methods for this study including: research design and rationale, 
site and population, research methods and ethical considerations. 
Research Design and Rationale 
Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Yin, 2009), this qualitative study 
investigated how the participant makes sense of the phenomenon in which the study is rooted.  
Specific to this study, an IPA approach was used to explore how transgender high school athletes 
make sense of their high school experience.  Semi-structured interviews served as the primary 
means of data collection.  To accurately understand how students interpret and attribute meaning 
to their experiences, a basic interpretive research design was utilized.  As discussed by Merriam 
and Associates (2002), “[In a basic interpretive qualitative study] the researcher is interested in 
understanding the meaning a phenomenon has for those involved” (p.  37).  Such a design will 
allow the researcher to learn how students make sense of their school experiences.  Inherent in 
this study is a phenomenological view, which allows for a variety of perspectives to be 
articulated by participants. 
The theoretical foundation for this study is grounded in social constructivism, and queer 
theory.  These theories are merged together to provide an interpretive lens of the participants 
experiences and views.  Social constructivism is an interpretive framework whereby individuals 
seek to understand their world and develop their own particular meanings that correspond to their 
experience (Creswell, 2013).  These meanings are not fixed or native within each individual.  
Rather, meanings are formed through interaction with others (Creswell, 2013).  Social 
constructionism has its origins in sociology and emerged over thirty years ago (Andrews, 2012).  
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Also referred to as interpretivism, social constructivism has been associated with the post-
modern era in qualitative research (Andrews, 2012).  Social constructivists view knowledge and 
truth as created by the interactions of individuals within a society (Andrews, 2012).  Some 
researchers suggest that language predates concepts and allows an individual to structure the way 
their world is experienced (Andrews, 2012).  A constructivist qualitative approach follows a 
philosophy that social structures shape and influence human behavior and only exist because of 
the meaning human beings place on the phenomenon (Creswell, 2009).  In the present study, 
social constructivism was used to explain how transgender individuals changed their ideas that 
gender is fixed and explain how these individuals began to self-identify and alter their 
appearance through experiences found in the social world. 
The term queer theory begins to appear in academic literature in the mid-1990s and stems 
from the field of sociology (Butler J. , 1994).  Queer theory is theoretically based in 
constructivist and feminist epistemology of sexuality and gender, which explains sexuality and 
gender as socially constructed concepts that are open to being challenged.  While sexuality and 
gender are identities that have always been socially, historically, and culturally influenced, queer 
theory suggests that these are socially constructed concepts that can be challenged.  That is, 
sexual and gender identity are political aspects of identity that people choose to express in their 
own way. 
The interpretive framework used in this study is characteristic of qualitative research 
where methods are based in theories of social constructivism, and the researcher seeks a greater 
understanding of the world through exploration of people's understanding of their own context.  
A qualitative researcher relies on the study participants' understandings and interpretations of 
their situations (Creswell, 1998).  According to Krathowhl (1998), qualitative methods are ideal 
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for studying complex phenomena about which there is little certain knowledge.  Qualitative 
methods help us to explore these phenomena.  In addition to discussing qualitative methods, 
Krathwohl (1998) also identifies a qualitative "point of view," which he describes as the 
researcher's ability to understand how the world looks to those being studied and how those 
people act on that information.  Accordingly, this study operates from the premise that 
transgender students can provide powerful insights into their own experiences. 
Previous quantitative studies provide valuable information about the frequency of verbal 
harassment and physical bullying, but they fail to identify the impact of such experiences.  While 
it is important to know that over 84% (Bishop & Casida, 2011) of LGBTQ students report 
experiencing verbal harassment, these data do not provide a description of how students interpret 
those incidents.  This study on the other hand provides “thick data”, that is, data that offers deep 
description of participants’ experiences.  Rich, detailed description coupled with quantitative 
data will provide the most potent research to inform and improve school policies for transgender 
athletes going forward.  
Site and Population 
Population Description 
In research using IPA, sampling is purposeful and homogeneous  (Yin, 2009)].  The 
participants share the experiences to be investigated but do not vary much across demographic 
statistics.  The criteria for this study were that participants must be between the ages of 18-55, 
have the experience of being openly transgender and have participated in a sport while in high 
school.  The purpose of this phenomenological methods study research was to explore the 
individual experiences of transgender athletes during their high school years.  For this study, 
transgender is defined as any person whose gender identity or expression is not generally 
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associated with their sex assigned at birth.  Transgender includes those who identify as 
genderqueer, gender non-conforming, gender fluid, transsexual, cross-dresser, or androgynous 
(National Center for Transgender Equality, n.d.). 
 
Table 3.1  
Demographic Table 
Participant Pseudonym 
  
Age 
Assigned 
Gender 
Identified 
Gender  Sport 
R 
 
 
RR 
 
 
  52 
 
 
M 
 
 
F-but only to 
a few people 
  
Rowing 
 
 
I 
 
IL 
 
  20 
 
F 
 
M 
  
Lacrosse 
 
J JG   18 F M  XC/Ski/Swim/Gymnastic 
L 
B 
BL 
LT 
  26 
22 
M 
F 
F (no label) 
M  
Rowing 
Lacrosse 
K KR   22 M F  Tennis 
 
Site Description 
The sites that were selected for this study were those organizations that have ties to the 
transgender population.  The sites selected are all national organizations that have a direct 
relationship with the transgender community.  A sampling size of 3-9 participants is ideal to gain 
a better understanding of the experiences of transgender athletes from across the United States.  
The final participant population comprised 6 students between the ages of 18 and 55. The sites 
were contacted through email and asked to advertise on the site, asking volunteers willing to 
participating in a very important study on transgender high school athletes.  Interviews were 
conducted with each of the participants in the study and the choice of how that was to be done 
was up to the participant.  The interviews were conducted either through Skype or phone as an 
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alternative to a face-to-face interview.  Participants were also given the option of being 
interviewed individually or with another individual.  The goal here was to make the participant 
feel comfortable during the interview.  
Site Access 
To reach participants, this researcher emailed (Appendix A) members of National 
institution’s LGBTQ organizations and faculty describing the study and asking for interested 
transgender students to volunteer, self-identify and participate.  Access to participants was 
provide by individual organizations in the transgender community.  Additionally, the researcher 
received approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to contacting any potential 
participants. 
Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
Although a phenomenological study typically has a small number of participants, even 
the recruitment of a small number of transgender youth willing to participate in this study 
required a comprehensive outreach to students all across the country.  Outreach was conducted 
through national, regional, and local organizations that provide services to or advocate on behalf 
of LGBTQ youths to local colleges.  Advertisements and promotion on social networking sites, 
such as Facebook, Instagram also was utilized. 
Interviews.  Interviews were a principal component of this qualitative research study.  
An interview is one of the most powerful strategies to understand the ways in which other people 
experience the world (Fontana & Frey, 2000).  During an interview, both the “what” and the 
“how” of a person’s experiences can be explored (Fontana & Frey, 2000).  The use of an 
ethnographic approach was used when conducting the interviews.   The interviews that were 
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conducted were used using a conversational encounter approach.  This type of interview 
resembles a chat, during which the informants may sometimes forget that they are being 
interviewed.  The value of interviewing in this manner is that it builds a holistic snapshot, 
examines words, reports comprehensive views of informants, but more importantly it allows 
interviewees to speak in their own voice and express their own thoughts and feelings. 
 People construct their realities from the world around them (Yin, 2009).  Consequently, 
it is logical to talk to them to better understand the way they see, perceive, and experience the 
world.  In-depth life interviews examine a person’s experiences, behaviors, and beliefs across 
time (Miller, 2000).  The interviews in this study focused on the participants’ experiences as a 
high school athlete but also encouraged participants to bring in pertinent information from other 
life experiences as a transgender athlete and student.  The participants were encouraged to think 
about life experiences that relate to or affected their understandings of their athletic experiences 
in high school.  In this particular study, a second interview was conducted with two of the six 
participants.  In both instances, the researcher had a couple of additional follow up questions. 
This study sought to access the life histories of participants, through narrative inquiry.  
Narrative inquiry uses interviews as the units of analysis to research and understand the way 
people create meaning in their lives as narratives and is used to systematically gather, analyze, 
and represent people’s stories as told by them.  Narrative inquiry is an umbrella term that 
captures personal and human dimensions of experience over time and takes account of the 
relationship between individual experience and cultural context (Clandinin & Connelly 1990). 
Tierney (2000) encouraged conducting interviews in which participants can construct a 
narrative and tell a story.  This method of conducting interviews allows the study subject to 
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construct stories free from a chronological timeline.  Structured (Appendix B) and semi-
structured (Appendix B) interviews were used as data collection tools for this study. 
The selected population for participation in the interviews were those individuals who 
participated in a high school sport, identified as transgender, and were between the ages of 18 
and 55 years old.  Emails (Appendix A) were sent to local colleges within 80 miles of the 
Lancaster, PA area as well as National Transgender organizations including Transathlete, 
Campuspride and Transequality (Appendix C) in order to recruit potential participants.  
Advertisements and promotion on social networking sites, such as Facebook, and Instagram 
yielded the greatest number of results.  Once the initial contact on Facebook was made, and the 
respondent met the age and sport criteria, the first interview was conducted.  After the initial 
interview and contact with research participant number one, that participant reached out to 
friends in the transgender community which led me to two additional research participants.  
Eventually, all 6 participants were contacted through a contact on Facebook or through a friend 
of a respondent the researcher interviewed. 
The study participants received an email inviting them to participate in the study, 
informing them of the purpose, the approximate time it would take to complete the module and 
interview, their right to discontinue their participation without penalty, and how the researcher 
intended to use the data collected in the interview (Creswell, 2015).   Two interviews were 
conducted using Skype and 4 others was conducted by phone. 
Once the study participant had given consent to participate the researcher contacted each 
study participant via telephone to set up a date and time for the interview.  Protection of study 
participant’s anonymity was considered critical, and each person’s interview data was assigned a 
number that was specific to them for linking and analysis of their data.  In qualitative research, 
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the researcher is the primary instrument for investigation.  The researcher has direct contact and 
gets close to the people, situation and phenomena under investigation; the researcher’s personal 
experience and insights are an important part of the inquiry and critical to the understanding of 
the phenomena (Anderson 2010).  Personal experience and engagement were encouraged as part 
of the interview process. 
The interview was conducted for two hours to provide ample time for the participant to 
feel at ease, secure informed consent, and to conduct the interview.  The interview was recorded 
with audio recording equipment provided by the researcher.  An interview protocol of 10 
interview questions (Appendix B) was used. 
The interview protocol was designed to address the research questions while also taking 
into consideration the literature review.  The interview questions sought to examine the lived 
experiences of transgender athletes in high school.  The interview also included questions to 
establish the population: age, gender, assigned sex at birth and preferred sex. 
The interviews for this study were conducted using two specific approaches that are 
typically employed in a phenomenological study: bracketing and intuiting., analyzing and 
describing (Yin, 2009).  Bracketing is the process of identifying and holding in place any 
preconceived beliefs and opinions that one may have about the phenomenon that is being 
researched.  The researcher 'brackets out’ any presuppositions that he may have about the 
participant’s perspectives in order to confront the data in as pure a form as possible.  Intuition 
occurs when the researcher remains open to the meaning attributed to the phenomenon by those 
who have experienced it.  This process of intuition results in a common understanding about the 
phenomenon that is being studied.  Intuiting requires that the researcher creatively vary the data 
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until such an understanding emerges.  Intuiting requires that the researcher becomes totally 
immersed in the study and the phenomenon. 
The first interview was unstructured (Appendix B).  This format afforded the participant 
the opportunity to freely construct his/her own narrative.  As Fontana and Frey described, 
unstructured interviews “can provide greater breadth of data than the other types” (2000, p. 652).  
This structure is more flexible than other interview formats and both participant and interviewer 
are free to explore a variety of topics.  The primary topics included in this interview focused on 
the participants’ participation history; self-definition of gender identity and sporting identity; 
athletic experiences; and the joys, challenges, and strategies for coping with any obstacles they 
have faced while participating in sport.  Additionally, attention was centered on coping 
mechanisms and any identified safe spaces in high school. 
The interviews were semi-structured, with open-ended questions followed up with 
probes.  Stage and Manning (2003) particularly recommend the semi-structured interview as an 
effective research technique for a novice researcher.  The questions were open-ended to elicit 
true lived experiences of transgender athletes.  All data was stored on the recording device used. 
Data Analysis 
The interview protocol consisting of 10 open-ended interview questions (Appendix A) 
was generated based on the studies central and sub-questions to gather data to achieve a full 
picture of the lived experiences of the participants.  The analysis of the interview transcripts 
involved several steps of the coding strategy. 
Summary of the process.  After a thorough reading of the transcripts, open coding 
(Saldana, 2009) was used on one interview to develop the first set of codes.  The twenty initial 
TRANSGENDER ATHLETE  49 
 
codes developed from the first interview were then used as a baseline to code the remaining 
interviews with more codes added when a new idea or theme was found in the data. 
In the second stage of analysis, further investigation was used to develop preliminary 
descriptive and interpretive categories based on evidence presented in the transcripts, the 
literature review, and the conceptual framework used to guide the research.  The sample coding 
table illustrated below was used to sort and identify codes and meanings.  In addition, the 
constant comparison method was used to analyze similarities and differences among participant 
statements (Strauss, 1967).  The resulting thematic patterns are built on recurring responses from 
the participant and were chosen for representation when they either served to answer the research 
question(s) directly or were components of the participant’s sense-making narratives. 
Table 3.2   
 Coding Table 
Theme Meaning Evidence from Data 
Importance of 
Language 
From names to preferred 
pronouns, to the ways cis-
normative language affects 
participants 
 
KR: “Part of the big thing is just 
grammar and how to use it 
properly.” 
Identity Struggles Thoughts and feelings in coming 
to terms with trans identity 
BL: “I did not really know what  
words to put towards my gender ID 
until I was about 20 years old.” 
Knowledge, 
Feelings, and 
Procedures in 
Transition 
Transition as a term that 
encompasses identity knowledge, 
feelings about making permanent 
physiological changes, and the 
medical means of transitioning 
BL: “Any sort of medical 
intervention could be hormone 
therapy or gender affirming surgery, 
but you can do one or both, some 
will have surgery and do hormone 
therapy. 
 
Responses to 
Coming Out 
 
How people responded to 
disclosure of new identity status 
IL: “After my junior year, I came 
out to my team and they were all 
pretty supportive.   
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Table 3.2   
 Coding Table 
Coping 
Mechanisms 
 
 
 
Positive and negative ways of 
processing responses to trans 
identity 
KR: “In high school I did not really 
give it any thought, but I knew I was 
not straight, but I was hoping it 
would go away, so I was always 
trying to deny it, or I was in denial.” 
Safety Concerns 
 
 
 
How experiences shape their 
perception of physical safety and 
well-being 
JG: “I’m in my 13th school right 
now because of bullying and 
harassment.” 
Sport Specific 
Challenges 
Physical and emotional 
challenges of competing while 
trans 
JG: “But as a trans athlete, 
especially before hormones 
competing with the guys was hard.  
It was probably more awkward for 
me to compete with the girls.” 
 
What People/HS 
Admins Should 
Know 
Thoughts and feelings on how 
people respond, desired 
responses, and suggested actions 
regarding trans athletes 
JG: “Don’t make a big deal out of it.  
Unless the student wants it to be 
spread and talked about, keep it 
quiet.” 
 
Participants’ specific responses were coded to the individual questions.  The individual 
interviews were analyzed first through open coding procedure.  The second stage of analysis 
consisted of looking for common patterns and themes.  Using the constant comparative method, 
the researcher looked for common patterns and themes, as well as specific and repeated language 
used to help explain the interviewee’s positions (Glasser & Straus, 1967).  After two rounds of 
coding, the researcher sorted the codes that emerged into categories, and then sorted into 
different themes, which were compared across cases to establish any similarities and differences.  
NVivo qualitative data analysis software was used to perform data analysis.  The data 
were loaded into the program as they were collected; these data included all transcripts as well as 
any field notes taken during the interview process.  Emerging from the use of the software were 
nodes.  Nodes are central to understanding and working with NVivo—they allowed the 
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researcher to gather related material in one place and look for emerging patterns and ideas.  The 
nodes were then organized into four themes: coming out (Appendix D), coping Mechanisms 
(Appendix E), Language, (Appendix F) and what people should know (Appendix G). 
After each interview, the researcher transcribed the interview audio and text files.  The 
individual interviews were analyzed first through a process of coding.  The codes were then 
sorted into categories and themes, which were then compared across cases to establish any 
similarities and differences. 
Using an open coding strategy, all data were coded into meaningful units as the 
researcher looked for important trends and patterns.  All relevant quotes were combined into one 
document of important and relevant quotes.  Analysis involves such processes as open coding 
and making sense of the essential meanings of the phenomenon (Saldana, 2009).  In other words, 
as the researcher works/lives with the rich descriptive data, common themes begin to emerge.  At 
the descriptive stage, the researcher comes to understand and to define the phenomenon.  The 
aims of this final step are to communicate and to offer distinct, critical description in written and 
verbal form (Yin, 2009). 
The following steps comprised the data analysis: The first step involved compiling a list 
of relevant codes from the first set of interviews (Appendices F, G and H).  Each participant’s 
data was coded completely before moving on to the second participant.  The second step was to 
tally the frequency of each code; the third step was to generate categories from each code 
(Appendix H).  The fourth step was to examine the categories to generate themes and the final 
step was to use the themes to address the research questions.  These steps are discussed in more 
detail below.  The online program, Wordle, was initially used by the researcher to aid in 
developing codes and themes. 
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The first step in any qualitative analysis of interview data is to read the transcripts 
carefully, making notations in the margins (Creswell, 1998).   The initial transcript margin 
notations are short phrases that try to capture what the respondent is discussing in that part of the 
interview.  At this stage, the focus is on sorting out important from unimportant material in the 
transcripts.  In this case, the attention was primarily on text that discussed or reflected 
experiences as a transgender high school athlete.  An open coding process was used during the 
first interview to develop the first set of codes.  The codes that were developed from the first 
interview transcript were then used to code the structured interview and more codes were added 
as themes emerge. 
In the second stage of analysis, observations were developed into preliminary descriptive 
and interpretive categories based on evidence presented in the transcripts, the literature review, 
and the theory or conceptual framework used to guide this research.  The sample coding table 
illustrated below was used to sort and identify codes and meanings. 
Table 3.3  
Sample Coding Table 
Theme Meaning Evidence from Data 
Theme 1     
Theme 3     
Theme 4     
Theme 5     
 
 
Additional data analysis techniques involved identifying repetitions across participant 
responses.  An additional method, constant comparison (Strauss, 1967) was also utilized to 
analyze similarities and differences among participant statements.  In addition to comparing 
statements across and within participants, the constant comparison approach allowed the 
researcher to compare statements within broader themes.  This strategy involved taking one piece 
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of data (e.g., one interview, one statement, one theme) and comparing it with all others that may 
be similar or different to develop conceptualizations of the possible relations between various 
pieces of data (Glaser & Strauss 1967). 
The results of this study are reported in Chapter 4 with an explanation of how the data 
was processed and coded as well as how data patterns were chosen for the presentation.  A 
coding table with relevant codes and themes is displayed visually allowing the reader to see how 
data was categorized and subcategorized.  When presenting findings, actual comments that 
reflect the concept being coded are displayed as well as how each theme answers the research 
question. 
Triangulation 
Triangulation is a method of ensuring the validity, or verifiability, (Stage, 2003) of the 
data obtained by using multiple sources, methods and theories to corroborate the findings.  In 
this study, the researcher followed Yin’s (2009) guidelines of data collection.  The guidelines 
specify that each interview will be recorded by audio, transcribed, and coded to ensure 
triangulation.  To ensure accuracy and credibility of the transcriptions, participants were given 
access to the transcribed interview for review. 
Issues of Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness in qualitative research encompasses four domains: credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 
1994).  Credibility consists of activities that aim to achieve internal validity in the study.  
Transferability includes the steps taken to ensure external validity of the study.  Dependability is 
similar to reliability in that the we can rely on the consistency of the data, and confirmability is a 
measure of the objectivity of the research.  These attributes were achieved in this study though 
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prolonged engagement with each participant.  Case study research also requires four additional 
principles; Use multiple sources of evidence (data); create a case study database; maintain a 
chain of evidence (data); Exercise care in using data from electronic sources (Yin, 2014) 
Table 3.4  
Data Collection Timeline 
Task Time Frame 
Initial contacts made to colleges, universities and 
National organizations in an attempt to find study 
participants 
  
February 2017 
Follow-up to initial contacts and development of 
interview questions 
  
March 2017 
Prepare for proposal defense and successfully defend 
  
Early May 2017 
Complete IRB Process 
  
Early May 2017 
Initial contact with study participants to obtain 
permissions 
  
April 2017 
Interviewing study participants begins 
  
May 2017 
Data collection 
  
May 2017-August 2017 
 
 
Ethical Considerations 
Because the transgender community represents a marginalized population of individuals 
who are subject to discrimination and harassment, anonymity was crucial to this study.  
Participants were informed that due to the nature of the study they were able to discontinue the 
interview at any time.  Verbal permission was obtained in all interviews to utilize a digital voice 
recorder and explained that the recording was for transcription purposes only.  Once transcribed, 
all names and potentially identifying information were removed or coded before the transcripts 
were printed.  Participants were reassured that only the researcher would have access to the 
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transcripts.  Additionally, all working materials (e.g., tapes, notes, and transcripts) were kept in a 
secure location to prevent a breach of confidentiality and all Skype interviews were password 
protected.  All data, and recorded notes will be kept in a locked file cabinet for three years and 
then data will be destroyed.  To be respectful of all participants, participants were asked about 
their preferred pronoun.  In an effort to establish rapport and a sense of comfort and trust among 
the participant’s, the researcher shared personal information at the beginning of the interview.  
When sharing personal information, care was taken to avoid projecting the researcher’s personal 
biases into the ensuing conversation.  Bracketing assisted in this endeavor.  Ely (1991) described 
bracketing as a process that requires researchers become aware of their own assumptions, 
feelings, and preconceptions.  These preconceptions must be put aside in order to be open and 
receptive to what we are attempting to understand.  Bracketing enhances trustworthiness because 
it prevents projecting assumptions onto the participants (Ely 1991). 
Participation in the study was completely voluntary.  Volunteers were contacted through 
both local organizations at colleges as well as national transgender organizations (Appendix C).  
Initial contact was made via email or Facebook.  Participants were provided with a copy of the 
Informed Consent Letter after agreeing to participate.  (Appendix I). 
Since this study used human participants, it was necessary to conduct an Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) evaluation.  Following Drexel IRB approval and guidelines, none of the 
participants was individually identifiable at any time during the study. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The goal of this qualitative study was to delve into the lives of transgender high school 
athletes and through the analysis of the data, be able to present to school district and state athletic 
associations guidelines regarding transgender athletes on high school sports teams.  The 
interviews were used to gain a better understanding of the lives and experiences of transgender 
athletes while in high school, as well as to answer the central research question: 
How do transgender, recently graduated high school students describe their high school 
experiences as athletes competing on high school sports teams?  
In addition to the central research question the results also answered the following sub questions. 
1. What coping mechanisms are transgender athletes using when exposed to bullying 
and harassment in high school? 
2. What action can high school administrators utilize to meet the needs of transgender 
high school athletes? 
The sections that follow describe the findings, results, and interpretations from this study. 
Queer Theory, Social Constructivism and Critical Theory 
Queer theorists suggest that sexuality and gender are socially, historically, and culturally 
bound and the idea that gender is entrenched in social, historical, and cultural systems is 
apparent, especially in the early years of the subjects studied.  Social norms based on gender are 
assigned by biological sex and are reinforced in early developmental stages of childhood, which 
then remain throughout adolescence and adulthood through the individual’s gender identity and 
expression.  The research participants supported the notion that parents, teachers, coaches all 
assigned gender roles in the participant’s life in childhood and that gender variant behavior was 
discouraged, rebuked, and criticized. 
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Similar to queer theory but from a broader perspective, social constructivism can be 
broken down into two theories.  First, that reality is relative to the individual from that person’s 
perspective and second that people are can create their own realities (Andrews, 2012).  There 
were several examples from the participants in their transition from one gender identity to 
another in which they exhibited the flexibility of gender identity from a social constructionist 
foundation. 
Lastly, critical theory is a type of social theory oriented toward critiquing and changing 
society as a whole whereas traditional theory is oriented only to understanding or explaining 
society.  The theme of critical theory is to illuminate how exactly concrete socio-historical 
conditions shape and influence social life (Dahms, 2008).  Critical theory presents as an 
appropriate theoretical framework for this specific study as it aims to expose the external societal 
structures, institutions, and binaries that influence the experiences of transgender students on 
high school sports teams. 
The experiences of transgender people are unique when compared to the experiences of 
Cisgender (person whose gender identity matches the sex the person had or was 
identified as having at birth) individuals in that the social structure of the United States is 
dominantly gender normative (nobullying.com, 2015).  This study involved in depth interviews 
with former high school athletes who were gender variant or transgender while in high school.  
The interviews provided a rich framework from which the participants own experiences 
emerged. 
The framework of the interview outlines the life stories of the interview subjects as it 
pertains to their gender and participation in high school athletics.  Other ideas emerged from the 
interviews as well, including: misconceptions of the term transgender; public use and misuse of 
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transgender terms; gender lack of knowledge of transgender and gender variant; teachers’ and 
coaches’ misperception of transgender; and a lack of knowledge of biology and sex as it pertains 
to transgender.  The participants’ experiences are presented in two narrative forms composed across 
the participants’ interviews but comprised entirely of their own words: (a) background profiles and 
(b) multiple, short narratives addressing various themes. 
Recruitment of the sampling group came from a variety of sources including, but not 
limited to Facebook posts and general emails sent to various transgender organizations.  Initially, 
the researcher relied on personal contacts and referrals provided by those contacts, but that 
method yielded no respondents.  Then, the researcher began to make inroads by using social 
media.  Numerous posts were placed on Facebook and Twitter, which led to four interview 
participants.  Those interviewed then led me to several more.  Potential interview participants 
were asked to contact the researcher thorough Facebook, email, or by phone.  All potential 
participants were provided an overview of the study and responses to any questions they may 
have had.  From the initial contacts, the researchers determined if they were suitable for the 
study.  Although the initial goal was to interview only those between the ages of 18-24, the 
researchers found that a cross-section of different age groups provided a much more 
comprehensive study. 
The interviews were conducted using an ethnographic approach as described in chapter 3, 
or conversational encounter (Marshall & Rosssman, 1989).  I started each interview by 
describing my background and why I chose this topic.  I also made it clear that although I had 
specific topics that I wanted to address, I intended the interview to be more like a conversation.  
My goal then would be that the participants had control over the flow and direction of the 
interview.  The interview protocol was not uniform for all participants.  In fact, the interview 
protocol changed several times throughout the study as the conversations ebbed and flowed into 
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different subjects.  The interview with the first respondent began with questions about how 
gender came to be an important issue in their life.  Subsequent interviews followed this basic 
format, but increasingly relied on questions raised and positions taken by the participants 
themselves (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  In some cases, I used responses from previous interviews 
to probe deeper, in order to solicit opinions based on the same responses.  So, while the specific 
questions in the interview protocol changed, the issues addressed by the interviews were 
consistent from interview to the next.  There were, however, multiple times when, due to the 
respondent’s answers, we explored other areas of transgender including but not limited to the 
role of educational institutions, bullying and harassment as well as biology and sexual 
orientation. 
Rich discussion about the participants’ lives emerged from the interviews.  To provide the 
reader with a picture of the participants’ lives, I combined information from the interviews into short 
personal profiles for each participant.  The profiles are presented to place the athletes’ stories in the 
specific social, geographical, and historical moments in which they live.  In particular, their sport 
histories and the development of their current gender identities are provided in these profiles.  Each 
profile is composed entirely of direct quotes from the interviews. 
Participant Profiles 
RR 
RR is a 52-year-old Caucasian, male to female from Pennsylvania.  RR has been involved 
with a rowing crew for about 25 years at different levels but rowed competitively in college for 
several years and hoped to make the Olympic team someday.  Although this does not fit into my 
original age group, RR reached out to the researchers through one of the other research 
participants and wanted to be part of the study.   RR felt as if it was her duty as a transgender 
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athlete to be part of the study as a way to help other transgender athletes.  RR felt an obligation 
to help and this researcher felt it was important to include RR as part of this study.  
Playing sports.  Rowing was a perfect sport for me, I was a bigger guy, I was shy, you 
really don’t look at anyone, so it was the perfect sport.  Rowing helped boost my self-esteem, so 
nobody could ever find out this thing about me.  I was just going to cover it up and behave a 
certain way.  Present a certain macho image.  I was big and strong people would not catch on 
that I was struggling with a gender identity issue. 
Gender Identity.  Identifies as a male, but in transition, I have only come out to a few 
people.  At age 14, 15, 16 I met my first transgender person and started to read articles and 
research on transgender, of course there was not internet, so I started hanging out at the library 
doing as much research as I could.  Not normal behavior for a teenager.  Doing research on this 
condition.  Who am I?  What’s going on?  I was reading anything I could get my hands on in 
regard to transgender. 
BL 
BL is a 26-year-old Hispanic, female to male from California.  BL has been playing 
lacrosse since 7th grade  
Playing sports.  I played for the girl’s lacrosse team in high school but thought about how 
I could play for the guys team. 
Gender Identity.  I did not really have any words to put towards my gender ID until I was 
about 20 years old.  In HS I really struggled with my gender and did not really know how to 
describe it or what issues It was I was going through in terms of ID until after HS and I started 
my medical transition after I was 21.  I did that by doing hormone therapy and gender re- 
assignment surgery, I consider myself medically transitioned. 
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JP 
JP is an 18-year Caucasian, female to male, but wants to be considered as gender fluid.  
JP has participated in a variety of sports including skiing, gymnastics, biking and swimming. 
Playing sports.  Sport experiences varied for JP.  JP loved gymnastics but it got awkward 
for him as he got older.  The girls on the team would make fun of him for not shaving and 
wearing makeup.  He finally had to make a choice between what he felt was most important-
being true to himself or gymnastics.  As a kid, gender did not matter much, but as JP got older, 
gender did not matter to him as much as sports—by playing sports he could just be another boy.   
Gender Identity.  JP identifies as trans masculine and uses he/him/his pronouns.  JP does 
not like to identify to a gender and says he hates stereotyping and does not like to be labeled as 
“trans”.  He told his mom when he was three that he was a boy; he was always a tomboy and has 
spent most of his life trying to figure things out, mostly because of where he lives, people are not 
accepting of transgender people.  In 9th grade JP transitioned and since then has had top surgery 
and has gone on hormone therapy. 
IL 
IL is a 20 years old Caucasian, female to male from California.  IL was involved in 
lacrosse in high school but also participated in theater. 
Playing sports.  I still played with the women’s lacrosse team.  It was not the most 
comfortable thing for me, the rules are different, and I only had the one year left and I knew I 
was not going to continue into college and wanted to finish my HS years with my friends, so 
even though I had transitioned to male, I still played on the women’s team. 
Gender Identity.  I first started identifying, and I am a little hazy on this, I had a few 
concussions.  But starting as a freshman in high school I was only out to a few people and about 
TRANSGENDER ATHLETE  62 
 
a year later came out to my parents but was still living as a girl and nobody on my team knew, at 
least for the first three years of HS. 
LT 
LT is a 28-year old Caucasian, female to male from New Jersey.  LT participated in a 
number of recreational sports growing up but identified tennis and baseball as his two main 
competitive sports.   
Playing sports.  Rec ball, baseball, softball, but softball after I was identified.  In my 
sophomore year I did tennis, I tried basketball, but I was too short for that.  Mostly tennis for 
organized sports, lots of independent sports, snowboarding, skiing. 
Gender Identity.  I was very tomboyish in high school, and people did not question it.  
People thought I was a lesbian.  I did not come out fully in HS.  I knew that I was not the person 
I was, I was sure even from a young age.  I had short hair, and always dressed like a boy.  By 
11th grade I felt that it was difficult to fit in, and I got tired of being called a lesbian; but I was 
doing what I had to do to survive. 
I transitioned much later in my life, I was in college and always had this sick feeling in 
my stomach mixture of relief knowing that there was a name for how I feel but also knowing 
gripping fear of my parents who are very conservative Christians.  They are not accepting and 
have been very resistant and have been not receptive at all, it has been almost 11 years now since 
I transitioned.  I was living in Philly with my ex at the time and started to feel this way. 
KR 
KR is a 22-year old Caucasian, male to female from Virginia.  KR has enjoyed the sport 
of lacrosse, but says that her main sport is rowing, and was part of her high school crew team. 
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Playing sports.  The guys on the rowing team did not like me, and I still had to row with 
them for a while.  I knew that I could change to the girls’ team after I changed my gender 
marker.  If I was to join the team now, I would have to join the girls team. 
Gender Identity.  It is kind of complicated.  I try not to identify with any label because I 
feel like labels are not for me.  You do not need to have a label, I identify as non-binary.  But I 
think when you start to label people then they tend to act like that label.  Primary I am a trans 
girl.  Nothing is really real about gender, it is a socially constructed idea, nothing really makes 
anybody anything. 
Findings 
Prologue to “RR” 
One of the most fascinating interviews was a 52-year-old transgender female.  Although 
“RR” does not fit in to the specific demographic of the study, RR had experienced the same 
bullying, harassment and discrimination thirty years ago that the transgender population still 
faces today.  To be part of the study was his/her way to give back to the transgender community.  
Below is his/her story. 
I started to realize when I was 14, 15, 16 that I might be a transgender person so I 
started to read articles and research on transgender, of course there was no internet, so I started 
hanging out at the library doing as much research as I could. Not normal behavior for a 
teenager. Doing research on this condition. Who am I?  What’s going on? I was reading 
anything I could get my hands on in regard to transgender. Thirty years ago, there were a few 
shows on, there was the Phil Donahue show and he had a transgender person on as a guest. So, 
it started to enter my mind every day, okay maybe I am this way. 
Later in life I still did not know what to do about it. I did not date in high school, did not 
go to any of the dances, it just did not feel right. It was not me. I never kissed a girl, but I could 
not let anybody know or could not talk to anybody about it. I could not talk to my parents or my 
brother.  I ended up meeting this woman and fell in love with her. We got engaged in 4 months 
and married soon after. I was latching on to something, and thinking maybe this is the cure. I 
remember sitting on my bed, gosh I hope this cures me I was only 26 thinking this has got to be 
it.  
I don’t want to be transgender. I am frustrated by my position. I can’t wait for the day I 
come out to my team mates. 
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I was surprised with the openness and approachability of all the participants, they all 
seemed eager to tell their stories, but even more eager for someone to listen.  All six of those 
interviewed believed research like this was very important and were excited that someone was 
doing a doctoral dissertation on the topic.  I felt a special connection to each one of them as I 
tried to understand their stories.  Many of the interview subjects became emotional during the 
interview process, and a few broke down in tears.  At the end of each interview, I asked 
participants to refer me to others who might be interested in participating or could refer their 
friends to me.  I established contact with several participants this way.  In addition, I asked 
participants if they would like to have a copy of the written transcript of the interview. 
After interviewing all the study subjects at length, the researchers discovered that 
transgender athletes are the victims of bullying and harassment, and experience school and high 
school athletics far different than cisgender students.  The gender identity revealed by the study 
subjects is deeply held by each of them and is not the result of confusion about gender identity.  
As mentioned by all the study subjects, being transgender is not a phase or a fad.  The biggest 
frustration among the athletes that I interviewed is that the language being used is either wrong 
or inappropriate and there exists a serious lack of understanding and compassion from 
teammates, coaches, and fans.  The study participants’ experiences show that trans people are 
playing and thriving in sports.   However, Trans athletes continue to find sports a generally 
hostile and misunderstand environment and continue to search out safe spaces. 
Eight major themes emerged from the study: importance of language—100% of those 
interviewed said this was the most important issue facing the transgender population; identity 
struggles—again 100% of those interviewed had to come to terms with how they identified their 
own gender, but more importantly how the general population identified them; transitioning 
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from one sex to the other-50% of those interviewed have had surgery to varying degrees and 
83% of the study subjects are on hormone therapy; responses to coming out-the responses to 
coming out varied had many variables which will be explored later in this paper; coping 
mechanisms—the word coping was repeated over 15 times in the 6 interviews that were 
conducted and is an important theme to detail; safety concerns was an issue  for 50% of those 
interviewed, but the other 50% mentioned that they have been in situations where they were 
uncomfortable; sport specific challenges—this is an area that will be explored in great detail on 
an individual basis as each individual has had different sport experiences; what should high 
school administration know—the paper will explore this theme in greater detail in the 
recommendations section of this paper.   
Participants 
Of the 6 study participants, 5 were White and one was Hispanic.  Three of the study 
participants were MTF (male to female) and three participants were FTM (female to male).  All 
identified as transgender and one participant identified as not having a label. 
Table 4.1  
Demographic Table 
Participant 
Code 
Pseudonym Age Assigned 
Gender 
Identified 
Gender 
Sport(s) 
R RR 52 M F-but 
only to a 
few 
people 
Rowing 
I IL 20 F M Lacrosse 
J JG 18 F M XC/Skiing/swimming/gymnastics 
K KR 22 M F Tennis 
L BL 26 M F (no 
label) 
Rowing 
B LT 22 F M Lacrosse 
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Data Analysis 
The interview protocol consisting of 10 open-ended interview questions (Appendix A) 
was generated based on the studies central and sub-questions to gather data to achieve a full 
picture of the lived experiences of the participants.  The analysis of the interview transcripts 
involved several steps of the coding strategy. 
Summary of the Process 
After a thorough reading of the transcripts, open coding (Saldana, 2009) was used on one 
interview to develop the first set of codes.  The twenty initial codes developed from the first 
interview were then used as a baseline to code the remaining interviews with more codes added 
when a new idea or theme was found in the data. 
In the second stage of analysis, further investigation was used to develop preliminary 
descriptive and interpretive categories based on evidence presented in the transcripts, the 
literature review, and the conceptual framework used to guide the research.  I used the sample 
coding table illustrated below to sort and identify codes and meanings.  In addition, I employed 
constant comparison to analyze similarities and differences among participant statements 
(Strauss, 1967).  The resulting thematic patterns are built on recurring responses from the 
participant and were chosen for representation when they either served to answer the research 
question(s) directly or were components of the participant’s sense-making narratives. 
Table 4.2 
List of Themes 
Theme Meaning Evidence from Data # of Participants 
Importance of 
Language 
From names to 
preferred pronouns, 
to the ways cis-
normative language 
affects participants 
KR: “Part of the big 
thing is just grammar 
and how to use it 
properly.” 
 
7 of 7 participants 
mentioned 
importance of 
language. (100%) 
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Identity Struggles Thoughts and 
feelings in coming to 
terms with trans 
identity 
BL: “I did not really 
know the words to 
put towards my 
gender ID until I was 
about 20 years old.” 
7 of 7 participants 
mentioned how they 
struggled with their 
identity. (100%) 
Knowledge, Feelings, 
and Procedures in 
Transition 
Transition as a term 
that encompasses 
identity knowledge, 
feelings about 
making permanent 
physiological 
changes, and the 
medical means of 
transitioning 
BL: “Any sort of 
medical intervention 
could be hormone 
therapy or gender 
affirming surgery, but 
you can do one or 
both, some will have 
surgery and do 
hormone therapy.  
7 of 7 participants 
mentioned how they 
transitioned from one 
gender to another 
(100%) 
Responses to Coming 
Out 
How people 
responded to 
disclosure of new 
identity status 
IL: “After my junior 
year, I came out to 
my team and they 
were all pretty 
supportive.   
7 of 7  participants 
mentioned coming 
out to friends, 
coaches, 
administrators and 
family (100%) 
Coping Mechanisms 
 
Positive and negative 
ways of processing 
responses to trans 
identity 
KR: “In high school I 
did not really give it 
any thought, but I 
knew I was not 
straight, but I was 
hoping it would go 
away, so I was 
always trying to deny 
it, or I was in denial.” 
5 of the 7 Study 
participants 
mentioned coping 
mechanisms. (71.4%) 
Safety Concerns 
 
How experiences 
shape their perception 
of physical safety and 
well-being 
JG: “I’m in my 13th 
school right now 
because of bullying 
and harassment.” 
7 of the 7 Study 
participants 
mentioned safety as a 
concern. 
mechanisms. (100%) 
Sport Specific 
Challenges 
Physical and 
emotional challenges 
of competing while 
trans 
JG: “But as a trans 
athlete, especially 
before hormones 
competing with the 
guys was hard.  It 
was probably more 
awkward for me to 
compete with the 
girls.” 
7 of 7 study 
participants 
mentioned challenges 
while competing in a 
sport (100%) 
 
What People/HS 
Admins Should 
Know 
Thoughts and 
feelings on how 
people respond, 
JG: “Don’t make a 
big deal out of it.  
Unless the student 
7 of 7 study 
participants provided 
s suggestions on what 
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desired responses, 
and suggested actions 
regarding trans 
athletes 
wants it to be spread 
and talked about, 
keep it quiet.” 
 
people should know 
about transgender. 
(100%) 
 
I coded the participants’ specific responses to the individual questions.  The individual 
interviews were analyzed first through open coding procedure.  The second stage of analysis 
consisted of looking for common patterns and themes.  Using the constant comparative method, I 
looked for common patterns and themes, as well as specific and repeated language used to help 
explain the interviewee’s positions (Glasser & Straus, 1967).  After two rounds of coding, I 
sorted the codes that emerged into categories, and then sorted into different themes, which I 
compared across cases to establish any similarities and differences.  I utilized NVivo qualitative 
data analysis software to perform data analysis.  The data were loaded into the program as it was 
collected; these data included all transcripts as well as any field notes taken during the interview 
process.  Emerging from the use of the software were nodes.  Nodes are central to understanding 
and working with NVivo—they allowed the researcher to gather related material in one place 
and look for emerging patterns and ideas.  The nodes were then organized into four themes: 
coming out (Appendix D), coping Mechanisms (Appendix E), Language, (Appendix F) and what 
people should know (Appendix G) 
What follows are personal stories of transgender athletes as told from the participants 
themselves.  A priority for this study was to gain an accurate portrait of the experiences of the 
study participants and to express what was revealed through the words of the participants rather 
than fitting them into a pre-defined category.  Throughout this study, the preferred pronouns of 
the participants were used.  Traditional formatting was not used, instead, I chose to tell a story 
with the voices and words from the participants themselves-a true portrayal of life as a 
transgender athlete.  Each section begins with a specific theme that emerged from the interviews.  
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The idea that follows is to capture, in the participants own words, their feelings, thoughts, 
emotions and experiences. 
Results and Interpretations 
Theme One: Language 
From names to preferred pronouns, to the ways cis-normative language affects 
participants, language and the proper use of language is a critical component in understanding 
the idea of being transgender.  All six of the interview participants mentioned how important 
language and the proper use of language is to understand the transgender community.  
Participants spoke about the general misconception from the cisgender community about 
transgender, but more importantly how that limited knowledge and lack of understanding has a 
profound effect on the perceptions of the transgender community. 
Being transgender means different things to different people.  Like a lot of other pieces of 
who people are, like race or religion, there is no one way to be transgender, and no one way for 
transgender people to express or feel about themselves.  The best way to understand what being 
transgender is like is to talk with transgender people and listen to their stories. 
Specific language issues.  What the interviewer wanted to discover here is how the 
participants would define and interpret in their particular experience regarding being transgender.  
The experiences shared are perceptions of how people treat them and perceive them. 
When asked, what does the term transgender mean to you? 
It means I’m a guy who was born in a female body.  (BL) 
It is kind of complicated.  I try not to identify with any label because I feel like labels are 
not for me.  You do not need to have a label, I identify as non-binary.  But I think when 
you start to label people then they tend to act like that label.  Primary I am a trans girl.  
Nothing is really real about gender, it is a socially constructed idea, nothing really makes 
anybody anything.  (KR) 
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Part of the big thing is just grammar and how to use it properly.  Like transgender itself 
is an adjective.  It can be abbreviated as trans, and I do that lot.  But there are trans 
people and trans experiences.  It is not transgender is not a noun, so you don’t use it as a 
noun.  The grammar of it is very interesting, and sort of complicated to use it in schools.  
Trans people are very skeptical if when you are talking to people they do not use the 
proper grammar.  That is a huge deal to trans people.  Another thing is that when you are 
referring to someone as like a trans man or trans girl it is always two words.  Not one 
word.  It is specifically a dehumanizing thing.  So transman is like saying a person is not 
really a man, but if you say trans man, it described a man that is trans.  Does that make 
sense? I wish people would know that.  Trans people really don’t want on an individual 
basis … using trans in the proper way is critical.  (KR) 
Discriminatory language.  Discriminatory language refers to slurs and other informal 
language that the participants would consider harmful, offensive and hurtful. 
Another thing about my HS crew experience and there is a lot of very specific language 
used on sports teams, of course there is a lot of homophobic language used, but a lot of 
people don’t think about what they say.  Saying things like you play like a girl, when a 
coach is screaming at you and says, “I thought this was a men’s team, not a women’s 
team.”  So, the message is that the worst thing you can possibly be is a girl, and to me it 
was like things like that are so prevalent and re enforce to coaches strict policies that 
coaches are not allowed to say things like that, they should not call them girl push-ups.  
When a trans person hears that kind of stuff it is horrifying and does intense 
psychological damage.  (KR) 
Name issues.  How did the participants experience name changes, what pronouns do they 
prefer, and why is having a particular name such an important part of transgender 
identity? 
Before I legally changed my name, school was not sure what they were allowed to do.  
For a while my name on attendance sheets used my old name, so a sub would use my old 
name and that was very uncomfortable, so I had to have several conversations with my 
principal about how to address that.  Since I grew up there, my old name was on my 
records, when I took my AP test my senior year, I had to take it under my old name, 
which was very uncomfortable for me.  I had an issue when applying for college, I had to 
apply under my old name and then tell them before I even started I had to have them 
change it.  For my application, I did female and then after I registered, I had to go in and 
tell them the new name for all my identification in college and tell them I wanted to use 
my new legally changed name.  (IL) 
It is not unusual for a cisgender kid to use a name they don’t like, it happens all the time.  
And when that happens they use a nick name or some other name they want to be called.  
It makes me uncomfortable to use Isaac, because I knew you as something else, James for 
TRANSGENDER ATHLETE  71 
 
example can become Jim, teachers don’t even question it.  But as soon as a trans person 
asked to do that, people question it.  (LT) 
When I first started to transition, and I don’t tell many people this … my real name is 
holly, but I go by lee, I started with Lee because it is part of my birth name and it had a 
good fit for me.  Most people when I first met them, did not know if my name was a male 
or female name and I used that name as I first began my transition, I then changed that to 
a different name due to the fact that it is a stronger masculine name.  Most girls are not 
named this and clearly, I wanted to be identified as a male.  Now when I switched back, I 
put LT on my resume again, because based on the way I look now, I am more male.  So, I 
like that name better.  (LT) 
“In terms of identifying as a female, it always felt really odd for folks to call me female or 
she, but I really do not know how to tell anybody.  “I identify as trans masculine Male, I 
use He-they pronouns.”  (BL) 
“I identify as trans-masculine.  Female to Male (FTM).  I use he/him/his pronouns.” (JP) 
“I already had a nickname, so nobody really changed my name, some people on other 
teams knew, but it was not talked about that much.” (LT) 
Theme Two: Identity Struggles 
Fear of bullying and harassment.  High school bullying in the United States has 
become an epidemic.  Bullying affects the entire student population, but members of the 
transgender community take the majority of the abuse.  Too often cases of serious bullying are 
not reported to the teachers and school administrators, and on top of that, there is a disturbing 
tendency among school administrators to not address these instances (nobullying.com, 2015).  
Bullying is present all across the country, and it is almost guaranteed that no matter where 
they live, a transgendered child will encounter bullying at their school.  The experiences of 
transgender athletes on sports teams is what follows: including the feeling of being isolated 
and an outcast. 
There were always a lot of whispers and everything, so I did not share that part of who I 
am, because I did not want to be treated like that other group.  Other kids had been 
bullies or treated poorly due to their sexual orientation.  (BL) 
I don’t want to tell them today because I feel it just makes things awkward...sports are a 
place where I can just be a guy and be free of all the social confusion and stereotypes 
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presented in “real life.” When I’m in a race I don’t want everyone necessarily knowing 
I’m “the trans athlete.” At least not right now.  Once I’m in college I won’t care as 
much, but high school is confusing.  I care less about being “out” on my high school 
sport team...but if the sport team knows the whole school will probably know, and I don’t 
want that.  Also, for safety reasons especially with the current political situation.  (JP) 
I’m in my 13th school right now because of bullying and harassment.  (Physical and 
verbal) since the beginning of my school career.  So, no.  School has not been a safe 
place for me.  There were a couple years that were much better than others, and my 
current school is much better, but many of the others I have been too have not been good 
at all.  (JG) 
Feeling of isolation and being an outcast 
So, I always was an outcast on the team, but there was this small group of girls that 
everybody thought were just weirdos and did not really want to be associated with them.  
(BL) 
I’ve never felt like “really part of” any team...I always feel like the different one, and 
there’s always the issue of boys not wanting to hang around me cause I’m a “girl” and 
girls being uncomfortable being my friend cause I’m a guy, but they’ve been nice most of 
the time.  (JP) 
I do have a lot of social anxiety.  When I talked to people, and they give me compliments, 
it never sounds sincere, I know its bullshit.  I feel awkward talking to people, and it gets 
really weird, not sincere of genuine.  People are uncomfortable with me because I am 
different.  People say oh you are so pretty …(KR) 
This is a really interesting dynamic and when you are alienated for a long time, and 
unless you live stealth as they call it, but I live my life as a male but is hard and it feels 
like you are keeping something from others.  (LT) 
Never really had any close friends, I don’t want anybody to get too close to me.  (RR)  
Theme Three: Knowledge, Feelings and Procedures in Transition 
Transition is a term that encompasses identity knowledge, feelings about making 
 permanent physiological changes, and the medical means of transitioning. 
 
Knowledge. 
Now that I know that the resources are available and knowing what I know now I would 
have definitely transitioned earlier.  (JP) 
Procedures. 
TRANSGENDER ATHLETE  73 
 
What, if any medical procedure has been done? 
I started my medical transition after I was 21.  I did that by doing hormone therapy and 
gender re assignment surgery, I consider myself medically transitioned.  I don’t have any 
other plans for any other.  (LR) 
Any sort of medical intervention could be hormone therapy or gender affirming surgery, 
but you can do one or both, some will have surgery and do hormone therapy.  There are 
different types of gender affirming surgery, the most popular for a trans man is what Is 
called top surgery, where they shape your chest to look more like a male chest, and of 
course there is bottom surgery as well.  (JG) 
Transition. 
I transitioned much later in my life, I was in college and always had this like sick feeling 
in my stomach mixture of relief knowing that there was a name for how I feel but also 
knowing gripping fear of my parents.  (IL) 
 
It was really that I did know many other trans people, and did not have any role models 
and really no way to know that I was trans, it was not something anybody talked about 
being gay was hard enough and trying to overcome those obstacles was hard.  There are 
enough barriers with being gay and being transgender is even harder.  (BL) 
 
I started to learn more about what it was.  So I started to understand from trans people 
about their experiences and stories so then I turned my therapy towards transgender and 
gender identity.  It was about a year before I started my medical transition.  It was just 
that I did not know any trans people.  (BL) 
Theme Four: Responses to Coming Out 
How did family, friends, teammates and coaches respond to the participants when they 
decided to announce that they were transgender.  The responses are broken down into three 
categories outlined below: neutral, rejecting and/or discriminatory, and positive. 
Table 4.3   
Responses to Transgender Status 
Type of Response Number of Sources Number of References 
Neutral 2 2 
Rejecting/Discriminatory 4 18 
Positive 4 21 
Neutral. 
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The coaches were just told, and it really wasn’t that important to them unless they were 
asking me in terms of what gender I would be racing with and pronouns and stuff … but 
everyone was more focused on the sport and coaching than my gender identity.  (That’s 
not meant in a negative way … it’s just the way it is on a varsity sport).  (JG) 
Rejecting/harassing. 
So, I did tell some of them, and some of them just stopped talking to me.  I had a fairly 
good group of friends and then after I decided to come out.  Well I had a great group of 
friends and some were accepting, and some were not.  They kept saying I just don’t know 
about BL, I just don’t know about BL.  (BL) 
Most of them were neutral.  Except for the head coach, who did not like me anyway, he 
was conservative anyway, but he was not outwardly horrible to me, he was obviously 
very uncomfortable with the situation.  (IL) 
The only issue was with my head coach and it leaked into how he played me, he did not 
play me as much as he should have-I hate to say it, but I was way better than the other 
goalie … It was frustrating that he did not like me.  He was a very set in his ways, and 
there were others that had issues and he did not listen and did not care what was going 
on in our personal lives.  (IL) 
When I was doing female gymnastics, I loved the sport, but it got super awkward the 
older I got.  The girls made fun of me for not shaving, wearing makeup etc.  So finally, 
even though I was a pretty high level and could have gotten to the elite level, I had to 
choose which was more important — being myself or being a gymnast.  The girls at 
gymnastics were nice for the most part.  At least when I was faking who I was.  When my 
boy’s underwear fell out of my bag, and I started refusing to wear a leotard to practice 
…well … it was kind of awkward.  I didn’t really fit in even when I tried.  They weren’t 
too mean...sometimes they were but we were kids and they didn’t know what being 
“trans” was.  The swim team kids were mostly younger than me, and they didn’t know 
what my top surgery scars were … they could have been nicer about it...but people 
especially kids don’t understand this stuff.  Nordic skiing — basically no issues with team 
mates.  (JG) 
I’ve never felt like “really part of” any team...I always feel like the different one, and 
there’s always the issue of boys not wanting to hang around me cause I’m a “girl” and 
girls being uncomfortable being my friend cause I’m a guy, but they’ve been nice most of 
the time.  (KR) 
A few times I have felt discriminated against.  For example, I was pretty into soccer and 
belonged on the varsity A team, and everyone expected me to make it, but the coach put 
me on the B team … some “behind the scenes” exclusion happening.  (KR) 
And when I was competing at high levels I competed with the girls because in terms of my 
times that was what was “fair” but I would compete with the boys for most high school 
races.  My coach wasn’t too supportive of that … she was fine with me competing with 
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either the boys or the girls but when I switched for the higher level races I think she felt 
like I was “cheating” but I wasn’t because I wasn’t on testosterone yet … it’s sometimes 
been complicated but mostly good with coaches.  (JG) 
In high school I did not really give it any thought, but I knew I was not straight, but I was 
hoping it would go away, so I was always trying to deny it, or I was in denial.  If word 
had gotten out to the crew team, that I was bi or gay or something then my team would 
have just completely stopped talking to me.  (KR) 
In HS the atmosphere forced me into a situation that was unthinkable, there was no way I 
was even thinking about being trans.  It’s really interesting, that is a small town thing.  I 
grew up in Fairfax county, I had a graduating class of about 900.  I would have been 
bullied, I would not have finished HS and may not even be alive.  (JP) 
People are uncomfortable with me because I am different. 
Another thing about my HS crew experience and there is a lot of very specific language 
used on sports teams, of course there is a lot of homophobic language used, but a lot of 
people don’t think about what they say.  Saying things like you play like a girl, when a 
coach is screaming at you and says, “I thought this was a men’s team, not a women’s 
team.”  So, the message is that the worst thing you can possibly be is a girl, and to me it 
was like things like that are so prevalent and re enforce to coaches strict policies that 
coaches are not allowed to say things like that, they should not call them girl push-ups.  
When a trans person hears that kind of stuff it is horrifying and does intense 
psychological damage. 
I have been stared at, at parties, I hear people talking and wondering what genitals I 
have.  There was one time on the crew team and the captain on the team, was meeting 
everybody and I mentioned something that I used to like this girl on the team and told 
him I was trying to figure out my gender and not to be in a relationship before I figure 
this out, and he got really weird after that.  He used my old name, because I had just 
started to go by KR but he got really weird after we had that conversation.  I was not out 
to the general population.  And he kept asking me all of these questions, and he insisted 
that he walk me and this other freshman back to the dorm, we were all very drunk and he 
kept following me and asking me questions and then asked me if I was gender 
questioning, and I said no I was bi—and he ended up following me to my room and 
standing outside my room, and he finally left and kept asking me questions about my 
gender and I turned to my roommate and said what the fuck, why do people think they 
can just talk to me like that.  And then he knocked on the door and said you should wait 
until I am out of ear shot before you say anything about me.  I had people shout at me, 
slurs at me.’(KR) 
When was in college and always had this like sick feeling in my stomach mixture of relief 
knowing that there was a name for how I feel but also knowing gripping fear of my 
parents who are very conservative Christians.  They are not accepting and have been 
very resistant and have been not receptive at all, it has been almost 11 years now since I 
transitioned.  (LT) 
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I was very tomboyish in HS and people did not question it in HS.  People thought I was a 
lesbian.  I did not come out fully in HS, I knew that I was not the person I was, I was sure 
even from a young age, I had short hair, and always dressed like a boy, 11th grade I felt 
that it was difficult to fit in and I got tired of being called a lesbian, but I was doing.  
what I had to do to survive.  So at the end of high school, I got as girly as I could get and 
it worked pretty good for a while.  For the most part, but eventually all of that was to fall 
away and came out in College.  I grew up in a small town, and as you can imagine in a 
small town it is still not acceptable to most people.  (LT) 
Reactions of family and friends.  When asked about how family and friends reacted to 
finding out they were transgender, the reactions were mixed as outlined below. 
There are a whole bunch of friends who accept it, others who did not.  And if they did not 
show me support, then we went our separate ways.  So, if they were not accepting, I just 
moved on, in time maybe they will come back to my life but if not I am moving on. (LT) 
I have younger brother who does not want to talk to me anymore.  (RR) 
Positive reactions. 
I first told my then girlfriend and now wife.  She actually knew even before I did, with my 
mannerisms and the way I dressed, she knew.  (BL) 
When I was talking to my now wife about how I was feeling and what I was going 
through, she looked at me and said I think you are trans—I did not even know what that 
was, so she bought me a bunch of books written about trans people and I started to learn 
more about what it was.  (BL) 
I did lose friends when I first came out as gay, but since I came out as trans I surrounded 
myself with other LGBT friends and they were just like “what do want us to call you,” 
and since then I got a lot more friends that are trans.  I just hang out with those people.  
(BL) 
Here is another issue, you hide it, but after a while you get tired of hiding especially your 
close friends.  I sat down with him at dinner and told him and told him what it means, 
and he was supportive immediately.  He said be yourself.  (RR) 
He was unbelievably supportive.  I get emotional talking about it, because when I tell 
people I realize it may be the last time I talk to any of these people, and that makes it 
hard to tell people.  It has been good so far.  (RR) 
On parents’ reaction. 
I had already come out to them as gay before, so the whole trans thing was a lot easier to 
swallow.  After I came out, and after thinking about it, my mom said, you know now that I 
am thinking about it, I can see it, it all made sense to my mom once she had time to sort 
of look back since I was a kid.  (BL) 
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Coaches’ reactions. 
I was really fortunate my coach was LGBT identifies, so she kind of knew, so I never had 
to say anything about it, she always left her classroom open so that if anybody ever 
wanted to talk to her they could.  Anybody on campus knew that that was a safe space 
and lot of LGBT kids went to this classroom and made sure that in spaces she could 
control that she would not allow any homophobic remarks and was very mindful of the 
experiences that certain kids were going thorough.  So, I always felt safe there.  (BL) 
After I graduated we are very close family relationship.  She played a very big role in me 
completing HS because my senior year was a very difficult year for me, depression, 
anxiety and I was really struggling with and did not ever talk to anybody about it, but I 
felt she knew I always needed that space, she never pressured me.  She said I am here if 
you need it, she was a support for me.  She was very supportive of it, making sure she was 
using the proper pronouns and speaking the correct language.  (BL) 
In most of my sports the coaches have all been supportive.  (JG) 
Teammate’s reactions. 
After my junior year, I came out to my team and they were all pretty supportive.  (LT) 
One of them was really supportive and was one a dad of my best friend on the team.  He 
helped me tell everybody else.  (LT) 
To my team mates, it was way more important that I was a good player, and not worried 
about who I was, they valued me more as a player, and I appreciated that.  (BL) 
After my junior year, I came out to my team and they were all pretty supportive.  (IL) 
After a not so intense practice, I took them over the corner of the field, and I had already 
told my coaches and told the coaches that I wanted to be the one to tell my team.  I told 
my coaches in the middle of the season.  I knew I was coming out the next year and I 
wanted to have them know.  (BL) 
The girls at gymnastics were nice for the most part.  At least when I was faking who I 
was.  When my boy’s underwear fell out of my bag, and I started refusing to wear a 
leotard to practice … well … it was kind of awkward.  I didn’t really fit in even when I 
tried.  They weren’t too mean...sometimes they were but we were kids and they didn’t 
know what being “trans” was.  The swim team kids were mostly younger than me, and 
they didn’t know what my top surgery scars were … they could have been nicer about 
it...but people especially kids don’t understand this stuff.  Nordic skiing — basically no 
issues with team mates.  (JG) 
In high school I did not really give it any thought, but I knew I was not straight, but I was 
hoping it would go away, so I was always trying to deny it, or I was in denial.  If word 
had gotten out to the crew team, that I was bi or gay or something then my team would 
have just completely stopped talking to me.  (KR) 
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School response. 
I was working with my principal and teachers and they basically asked me what I needed, 
so they changed all of my records and everything, so I did my senior year, I changed my 
name legally and did my senior year as a male.  (KR) 
There was a learning curve on how to accommodate me within the system-but the 
teachers and principals were very helpful.  (BL) 
Teachers … a lot of them have been supportive of me.  I live in a pretty liberal state.  
Many have not.  But mostly the discrimination I’ve faced from teachers has had nothing 
to do with me being an athlete.  (JG) 
Theme Five: Coping Mechanisms 
Table 4.4 
Positive and Negative Ways of Processing Responses to Trans Identity 
Theme Number of Sources Number of References 
Positive-Proactive   
Sub-code: Accepting Privilege 1 2 
Sub-code: Choosing Self over sport 1 1 
Sub-code: Letting people go 2 2 
Sub-code: Relying on others 2 5 
Sub-code: Searching for information 1 1 
Passive-Reactive 6 16 
Sub-code: Anxiety and depression 3 4 
Sub-code: Dark Humor 1 1 
Sub-code: Dysphoria and physical restrictions 1 1 
Sub-code: Hiding and denial 2 3 
Sub-code: Non-disclosure or withdrawal 5 7 
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Positive-proactive responses. 
I first told my then girlfriend and now wife.  She actually knew even before I did, with my 
mannerisms and the way I dressed, she knew.  (BL) 
I was really struggling with and did not ever talk to anybody about it, but I felt she knew I 
always needed that space, she never pressured me.  She said I am here if you need it, she 
was a support for me.  (BL) 
When I was talking to my now wife about how I was feeling and what I was going 
through, she looked at me and said I think you are trans—I did not even know what that 
was, so she bought me a bunch of books written about trans people and I started to learn 
more about what it was.  So, I started to understand from trans people about their 
experiences and stories so then I turned my therapy towards transgender and gender 
identity.  (BL) 
I did lose friends when I first came out as gay, but since I came out as trans I surrounded 
myself with other LGBT friends and they were just like “what do want us to call you,” 
and since then I got a lot more friends that are trans.  I just hang out with those people.” 
(BL) 
Not as much now.  99 percent of the time I don’t worry as much as I did when I was a 
female.  I try to remember that lot of women worry about.  Their safety especially when 
they are alone.  And that was my experience as well, so I try to remind myself that there 
is a privilege to being male.  (BL) 
Passing privilege is when pass as whatever gender you transitioned to, but not everybody 
is read as male and not everybody is read as female.  So, it is sort of obvious that you are 
trans, and those are the ones the bathroom bills are written for, but for me, because I 
look male, going to the bathroom is not an issue.  It really is only an issue if you look 
“trans.” For me, I am just another guy in the bathroom.  When I first was on hormones, I 
was a little nervous, but now, I don’t think twice about.  (BL) 
There was a referee that was trans, he came out after HS, but he helped me through the 
process and he had connections with others, so I know I could rely on him.  (IL) 
I did theatre as well, and the theatre dept.  had their own bathroom.  They were amazing 
and supportive.  I was allowed to use that whenever I wanted.  I would not have felt safe 
using the regular bathroom.  (IL) 
Well … sport experiences vary.  When I was doing female gymnastics, I loved the sport 
but it got super awkward the older I got.  The girls made fun of me for not shaving, 
wearing makeup etc.  So finally, even though I was a pretty high level and could have 
gotten to the elite level, I had to choose which was more important — being myself or 
being a gymnast.  As a kid gender didn’t matter that much.  Sports were just sports — in 
some ways, sports (even if I was playing with the girls — although I played soccer with 
the boys at recess all the time) but sports were where I could be “me” — just another 
guy.  (JG) 
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There are a whole bunch of friends who accept it, others who did not.  And if they did not 
show me support, then we went our separate ways.  So, if they were not accepting, I just 
moved on, in time maybe they will come back to my life but if not I am moving on.” (LT) 
Realized when I was maybe 14, 15, 16 that I met my first transgender person and started 
to read article and research on transgender, of course there was not internet, so I started 
hanging out at the library doing as much research as I could.  Not normal behavior for a 
teenager.  Doing research on this condition.  Who am I? What’s going on? I was reading 
anything I could get my hands on in regard to transgender.  Back in the day there were a 
few shows on, there was the Phil Donahue show and he had a transgender person on as a 
guest.  So, it started to enter my mind every day, okay maybe I am this way.  (RR) 
Passive-reactive. 
But starting as a freshman in HS I was only out to a few people and about a year later 
came out to my parents but was still living as a girl and nobody on my team knew, at 
least for the first three years of HS.  (IL) 
When I was younger I didn’t tell any of my team mates that I was “trans” — I might have 
told them I felt like a guy at some point, but I was just the weird tomboy most of the time.  
In Nordic skiing when I competed my freshman year the others knew but it wasn’t really 
talked about that much.  And after ninth grade Nordic season I went stealth after top 
surgery.  All the coaches I have known, but my team mates don’t.  (JG) 
Theme Six: Safety Concerns 
The study subject discussed if they felt safe at school as well as in the community.  The 
bathroom was an area of physical concern for safety.  Other areas were how the participants 
family felt, the idea of male privilege as it relates to safety and general safety concerns. 
Bathrooms. 
I was lucky, I think the hardest thing for me is, and still is, are bathrooms.  I did theatre 
as well, and the theatre department had their own bathroom.  They were amazing and 
supportive.  I was allowed to use that whenever I wanted.  I would not have felt safe using 
the regular bathroom.  For lacrosse we always practiced or had a game a night, so the 
locker room was not an issue.  (IL) 
Passing privilege is when pass as whatever gender you transitioned to, but not everybody 
is read as male and not everybody is read as female.  So, it is sort of obvious that you are 
trans, and those are the ones the bathroom bills are written for, but for me, because I 
look male, going to the bathroom is not an issue.  It really is only an issue if you look 
“trans.” For me, I am just another guy in the bathroom.  When I first was on hormones, I 
was a little nervous, but now, I don’t think twice about.  (BL) 
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Family concerns. 
So, in terms of my safety, I don’t worry about it as much, my family does, especially with 
all the bathroom bills they are worried somebody will somehow know that I am trans and 
cause a problem for me when I am just trying to use the restroom.  In almost every case, 
nobody knows if you are trans or not.  (BL) 
Male privilege. 
Not as much now.  99 percent of the time I don’t worry as much as I did when I was a 
female.  I try to remember that lot of women worry about.  Their safety especially when 
they are alone.  And that was my experience as well, so I try to remind myself that there 
is a privilege to being male.  (BL) 
School safety 
I’m in my 13th school right now because of bullying and harassment.  (Physical and 
verbal) since the beginning of my school career.  So, no.  School has not been a safe 
place for me.  There were a couple years that were much better than others, and my 
current school is much better, but many of the others I have been too have not been good 
at all.  (JG) 
In HS the atmosphere forced me into a situation that was unthinkable, there was no way I 
was even thinking about being trans.  It’s really interesting, that is a small town thing.  I 
grew up in Fairfax county, I had a graduating class of about 900.  I would have been 
bullied, I would not have finished HS and may not even be alive.  (KR) 
General safety 
Yea—still even now there is a lot of scenarios when I am in danger, like I have not had 
top surgery, so I feel very anxious, where if someone suspected or correctly guessed that 
I may be in danger.  Living in the city of Philly for a while and when you are by yourself 
in the city, there is a lot of danger for a cisgender male.  The threat increases, and it is 
not just getting beat up or mugged, its sexual threats and hate crimes much more severe 
and the threat is quadruple when you are a transgender person, so yes often I don’t feel 
safe.  There is also a divide in rural and urban, and I think that is just population density, 
so the more people you are exposed to, it seems the more accepting those people are.  Its 
intolerance but they are happy to be ignorant of it.  Most people are happy to avoid a 
scenario that is uncomfortable to them.  The familiar feels safe, most people have no 
interest in trying to understand it, it just makes people uncomfortable.  Anybody that 
comes out in a rural community has moved out to a place that is more accepting, and that 
seems to be in the urban area.  It just feels safer for people to be around others who 
accept who you are.  (IL) 
Theme Seven: Sport Challenges 
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The study subjects talked about the physical and emotional challenges of competing 
while being transgender. 
Awkward transition. 
I still played with the women’s team.  It was not the most comfortable thing for me, the 
rules are different, and I only had the one year left and I knew I was not going to 
continue into college and wanted to finish my HS years with my friends.  (IL) 
Then I moved more into Nordic skiing and cross country — where when I was chest 
binding was absolute torture.  Any sport while chest binding is really hard.  I fell into 
depression (for other reasons mainly) but the whole dysphoria thing really sabotaged my 
training for a while.  Finally, I re-joined the Nordic team at the local high school and 
worked on getting back in shape.  Finally, I got top surgery and after that doing sports 
was more enjoyable.  I tried the swim team which was fun for the most part, but the other 
kids made fun of my scars and stuff, so it made me too self-conscious.  So since then, I’ve 
just been doing high school sports.  Nordic in the winter (competitively) as well as some 
downhill skiing (recreationally), mountain biking and/or cross country in the fall, track 
and field (I actually played on the varsity boys tennis team last year which was a fun new 
experience.) But as a trans athlete, especially before hormones competing with the guys 
was hard.  It was probably more awkward for me to compete with the girls, cause 
everyone thought I was a guy competing with the girls.  I made my state elite team for 
Nordic skiing and when we went to a big competition I competed with the girls because I 
would not have made the team competing with the guys.  So, I was in the lineup where 
they called our names … and it was a long list of female names and then my male name 
… but the Nordic community is really accepting.  But it’s been a journey.  Being slower 
than the guys and working twice as hard of them can really diminish your self-esteem.  
So, once I started hormone therapy it was pretty cool when I started getting to be as fast 
as the other guys.  (JG) 
I’d say just do your best.  If try to compare yourself to other athletes your dysphoria will 
just blossom.  I constantly was staring at the guys wishing I had a flat chest, testosterone, 
was as fast as them, fit in with them better...it’s hard.  It’s not easy being a transgender 
athlete.  It’s hard being an athlete without adding on the crippling dysphoria and social 
exclusion.  DONT BIND WHILE EXERCISING.  It’s so bad for you.  Dysphoria is a 
killer as well but believe me — I tried running cross country while double binding with 
duct tape.  Bad idea.  (JG) 
So, I was going to join the girls team, but they never quite treated me like I was one of the 
girls.  The captain of the crew team was scheduling meetings and to meet with them and 
never was invited to either the girls or the boys meetings and I felt so isolated and just if I 
was never going to fit in with either team, then why bother.  It’s obvious they don’t give a 
shit about me, so why am I spending three hours a day with them trying to make them 
better.  (KR) 
Transgender is a very difficult road to navigate, with anxiety and depression.  (IL) 
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Rowing was a perfect sport for me, I was a bigger guy, I was shy, you really don’t look at 
anyone, so it was the perfect sport.  Helped boost my self-esteem, so nobody could ever 
find out this thing about me.  Cover it up and behave a certain way.  Present a certain 
macho image I was big and strong people would not catch on that I was struggling with a 
gender identity issue.  I was always a bit of a quiet person, I was big, strong and in 
shape.  That ID kept building and building and I did not know what to do about it.  Be an 
athlete, be macho, get married.  (RR) 
I am trans phobic—I don’t want to be transgender.  I am frustrated by my position.  I 
can’t wait for the day I come out to my team mates on my rowing team.  (RR) 
Well...sport experiences vary.  When I was doing female gymnastics, I loved the sport but 
it got super awkward the older I got.  The girls made fun of me for not shaving, wearing 
makeup etc.  So finally even though I was a pretty high level and could have gotten to the 
elite level, I had to choose which was more important — being myself or being a 
gymnast.  As a kid gender didn’t matter that much.  Sports were just sports — in some 
ways, sports (even if I was playing with the girls — although I played soccer with the 
boys at recess all the time) but sports were where I could be “me” — just another guy.  
(JG) 
Competitive Balance 
And when I was competing at high levels I competed with the girls because in terms of 
my times that was what was “fair” but I would compete with the boys for most high 
school races.  My coach wasn’t too supportive of that … she was fine with me competing 
with either the boys or the girls but when I switched for the higher level races I think she 
felt like I was “cheating” but I wasn’t because I wasn’t on testosterone yet … it’s 
sometimes been complicated but mostly good with coaches.” (JG) 
Theme 8: What People Should Know 
Thoughts and feelings on how people respond, desired responses and suggested actions.   
Advice to other trans athletes 
Avoid comparisons. 
I’d say just do your best.  If try to compare yourself to other athletes your dysphoria will 
just blossom.  I constantly was staring at the guys wishing I had a flat chest, testosterone, 
was as fast as them, fit in with them better...it’s hard.  It’s not easy being a transgender 
athlete.  It’s hard being an athlete without adding on the crippling dysphoria and social 
exclusion.  (JP) 
Binding and self-consciousness. 
Don’t bind while exercising.  It’s so bad for you.  Dysphoria is a killer as well but believe 
me — I tried running cross country while double binding with duct tape.  Bad idea.  
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You’re going to be aware of your chest regardless of if you’re binding or not.  It’s not 
easy, but the more you exercise the more masculine your body will become — more 
muscular and formed, and chest size decreases the better shape you’re in.  So, exercise 
wearing a sports bra and just focus on the fact that even though wearing a sports bra is 
uncomfortable, it will help you to be able to perform better and become a better athlete in 
the long run.  Or … if you absolutely do not want to wear a sports bra, chest bind 
wearing a larger binder (or I think there might be “sports binders” and maybe stick to 
more strength-based exercising.  (JP) 
Focus on authenticity. 
And also … be you.  Sports are sometimes really binary in terms of gender.  But being 
transgender and an athlete makes you different and can lead to exclusion.  But being 
your authentic self is the most important.  You can’t fake being someone you’re not and 
be a good athlete.  If you’re faking who you are - that takes a tremendous amount of 
energy, and it will distract you from the sport.  Focus on the sport and try to put all your 
insecurities and dysphoria into energy that you let out while playing/participating in your 
sport.  You’re as capable as any other athlete.  You might have it harder because of 
dysphoria and maybe not being on hormone treatment, but if you want to be a good 
athlete — it’ll take work, but you can get there, so if it’s something you really want, who 
cares what others think.  Their opinion is their opinion.  It doesn’t define you.  (JP) 
Challenging misconceptions. 
One of the biggest things I found is that most people think that trans men don’t exist.  
That all trans people are women, obviously that is not true.  (IL) 
There are a lot more of us than people think, people think we are a very small part of the 
population, but there are a lot of us.  (IL) 
And that non-binary is a thing, and that not everybody is all male or all female.  (IL) 
Not a fad or phase. 
I think the biggest thing is that a lot of people question, like when a young boy says I am 
a boy or I am a girl, everybody questions how they could know at such a young age, and 
a lot of people question that.  When they feel something different about themselves, it is 
not something that can be fixed, and there is not something wrong with them, it is just 
how they feel and who they are.  (BL) 
This is not a trend, or something that somebody just does there is no benefit to it.  Some 
people thing that this is trendy to be trans.  There is so much discrimination, legal 
discrimination, social discrimination, job discrimination, healthcare discrimination and 
that is not something that anybody would willingly want to do and choose for themselves.  
(BL) 
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This is not a fad or a phase and something that is going to go away.  It is not like they are 
just feeling like this now and it will change later It is not something that is going to 
change or go away.  (BL) 
I think the one that is most frustrating and hurtful is that it is a choice or a fantasy or 
fetish.  They are choosing to be that way because it’s fun or exciting, it is just frustrating.  
(RR) 
It is not a mental illness. 
We are not a bunch of crazy people, and there are quite a few of us and we know what is 
happening with our bodies.  (IL) 
The biggest misconception is that people think that as a group, we are pretty mentally ill, 
like there is something wrong.  Now I do have to admit, I met people that have struggled 
with mental illnesses, maybe more struggle with mental illness than non-transgender 
people.  (LT) 
How to help. 
Be an advocate. 
Just being an advocate and just care about the issues and staying current with the issues.  
Having people in privilege telling people to continue to care about this group of people.  
And never stop the fight, it pretty much will never be over.  (IL) 
Do not out people. 
Oh, one other thing, if you find out that somebody is trans, it is really, really important 
that you keep that information to yourself.  (IL) 
I don’t even know what I can do for myself sometimes.  There is this idea that you should 
only care so deeply about an issue if it only affects you, and I don’t like that mentality.  
People are fighting so hard. 
We are not that different. 
It is important that people try to get a better understanding of trans folks and what we 
are like and understand that we are not that different, we are just trying to be authentic to 
ourselves.  (IL) 
Be open, accepting and compassionate. 
Being open to change is really important.  (IL) 
Transgender is a very difficult road to navigate, with anxiety and depression.  So I think 
it’s important to understand that if that is the case, then how are you going to treat that 
person, are you going to have some compassion for that person.  I mean is it the worst 
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thing in the world to just accept it, it is not your life or your decision, how does really 
affect you, all you can do as a person is be caring and compassionate do that person.  
(LT) 
I just wish people would understand—and there is no proof yet is about the biological 
cause, and I wish people would just understand that.  But I wish people would understand 
the science behind it.  (RR) 
Respect is essential. 
The best thing we can do is try and be respectful, it is really just about respecting people.  
(BL) 
Sometimes people just lose their social awareness.  I mean these are human beings just 
like everybody else, be respectful, you don’t have to agree, it really only affects that 
person, and if you want to try and understand it’s great, but if you don’t want to 
understand it that is fine too.  (LT) 
Treat transgender as individuals not as one large group. 
When I was having these conversations, this is how I would prefer to have things done It 
is critical to listen to how each individual Person want it addressed.  Each individual is 
different and needs to be treated that way.  Not all trans people should be treated the 
same.  Like any other group of students, each member of that group is different and we 
all need different things and should be treated that way.  (IL) 
What high school administrators and teachers should know. 
People don’t want to deal with it, and it makes admin, uncomfortable to even talk about 
it.  And there is so much they can do.  Anything that admin could do to keep away certain 
information, like keeping teachers from knowing my old name—that is such an easy fix, 
just keep my old name away from teachers to make them feel more comfortable.  (IL) 
Advice to high school administrators? Don’t make a big deal out of it.  Unless the student 
wants it to be spread and talked about, keep it quiet, talk to the student in private and 
unless there are social issues happening because of it, just treat the athlete with respect 
and like any other athlete.  But also keep in mind what the athlete might be dealing with 
… dysphoria and possible social issues, so just try to be understanding that they’re 
working hard like all the other athletes, but also know that being trans and an athlete is 
harder, and so just maybe telling them one-on-one that you’re proud of them, and can see 
that they’re working hard, (if they are...) because it’s easy to get really intimidated by the 
other athletes and feel really bad about yourself and your body image.  (JP) 
In a HS setting I think the admin kind of informed are okay to ask and not ok to ask.  Like 
If there is at any time a student that present in any kind of ambiguous nature, instead of 
going around calling out the names on the roster maybe they should go around and ask 
students what name they would prefer to be called.  Have everyone introduce themselves 
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How can I avoid an uncomfortable situation, and people probably know your legal name 
anyway, it’s a way to sort of check out a name as you come out, use a nickname as you 
transition.  That way you can get a sense of your identity, and HS is a very important time 
to identify who you are.  (LT)  
A big part of the problem is just high school sports teams, and that’s not even the level at 
the school administration can even fix, unfortunately it is so deeply rooted in society.  It 
would be great if there were policies, but it does not even come close to solving the real 
problem of transphobia in society, or gender assignment roles that society has created.  
(KR) 
Problem is the whole society, people really don’t understand it.  Controversial cannot 
only talk abbot the biological part of it.  Most people take on the view of their parents or 
peer group whichever is stronger.  (LT) 
I think every year we are going to get closer to accepting, I am not sure I will ever see it.  
Obviously there has been tons of progress in the LGBT community, but there are still tons 
of intolerance going on and hopefully we can get some legislation assuming it does not 
get reversed to help, transgender military stuff, it is hard to change people’s minds, 
especially the older generation.  I am hopeful.  (LT) 
Epilogue To “RR” 
It has been thirty years since “RR” first became aware of the term transgender and what it 
means to be transgender.  Very little, if anything has changed in those thirty years.  
I get emotional talking about it, because when I tell people I realize it may be the last 
time I talk to any of these people, and that makes it hard to tell 
I feel this burden and pressure, I cannot imagine dying as “RR”, I just can’t. It would be 
the saddest thing. I have been denying my authentic self for so long.  I will try and come to terms 
with that.  I came out to one, I sat down with him at dinner and told him and told him what it 
means, and he was supportive immediately; however, I have younger brother who does not want 
to talk to me anymore. 
 
Summary 
This study is one of the first to delve into the experiences of transgender athletes, and 
while the themes addressed by this survey only scratch the surface of the experiences of 
transgender high school athletes, the study is critical to the success of transgender high school 
athletes.  Much work needs to be done if transgender student athletes are to feel welcome and 
comfortable not only on high school sports teams, but also within the school environment.  There 
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are a host of issues and problems faced daily by transgender students that need to be addressed 
by high school coaches and administrators.  Chapter 5 outlines the recommendations and 
suggestions for those high school staff, administrators, coaches and state associations. 
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Chapter 5: CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 
The problem this study sought to address is the need to gain a better understanding of the 
lived experiences of former transgender high school athletes in order to unveil the concerns they 
had around participating in sports while in high school.  It is hoped that the findings from this 
study will assist school districts and state associations in addressing these kinds of concerns and 
guide the development of policies and guidelines for the successful participation of transgender 
high school students in athletics.   
Overview of the Study 
This study began with the purpose of exploring the lives of transgender high school 
athletes.  The goal the of this research was two-fold: begin conversations concerning transgender 
athletes on high school sports teams, but also to gain an understanding of transgender athletes by 
hearing firsthand about their experiences.  The practical goal then is to develop recommendations 
for high schools, and state associations to institute to improve the experiences of transgender 
high school athletes.  What has evolved from the study is a broad spectrum of recommendations 
that touch the entire transgender population in high school and is not specifically intended for 
high school athletes only.  The recommendations for practice specifically address the three 
research questions listed below.  
How do transgender, recently graduated high school students describe their high school 
experiences as athletes competing on high school sports teams?  
What coping mechanisms are transgender athletes using when exposed to bullying and 
harassment in high school? 
What action can high school administrators take to meet the needs of transgender high 
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 school athletes? 
Participants shared that educational settings could become trans-affirming by simply 
beginning with respect for the language (e.g., words, pronouns) used to describe gender identity 
and gender expression.  “RR” shared, “The first step to understanding transgender and us as 
human beings is to first understand the language.”  Many study subjects described going out of 
their way to communicate with teachers, administrators, and other school personnel to ensure 
they were addressed with trans-affirming language.  Although this resulted in much time and 
effort for participants, the study participants felt it made their journey through high school more 
enjoyable.  The athletes interviewed as part of this study stated a lack of transgender athletes as 
the most commonly presented reason for not changing exclusionary policies or implementing 
transgender inclusive policies. 
Recommendations for Practice 
This research is critical for educational leaders as well as communities who are interested 
in the fair treatment of all students in our schools.  Educators working in the twenty-first century 
will have to develop knowledge, and skills of the transgender community to be successful and 
promote equality and tolerance in schools.  What follows are recommendations for best practices 
for schools to be successful in accepting of transgender athletes and student in high schools 
today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TRANSGENDER ATHLETE  91 
 
Table 5.1  
Themes and Recommendations 
Themes Recommendation 
Importance of Language 
 
Part of the big thing is just grammar and how 
to use it properly.  Like transgender itself is 
an adjective.  It can be abbreviated as trans, 
and I do that lot.  But there are trans people 
and trans experiences.  It is not transgender 
is not a noun, so you don’t use it as a noun.  
The grammar of it is very interesting, and sort 
of complicated to use it in schools.  Trans 
people are very skeptical if when you are 
talking to people they do not use the proper 
grammar.(RR) 
Having a better understanding of what it 
means to be transgender or gender non-
binary. 
 
According to all of the participants, the first 
step is using language connected to the 
transgender community in a respectful and 
accurate way 
 
Every student is entitled to be addressed by 
the name and pronoun that corresponds to the 
student’s gender identity 
Identity Struggles 
 
 
There were always a lot of whispers and 
everything, so I did not share that part of who 
I am, because I did not want to be treated like 
that other group.  Other kids had been bullies 
or treated poorly due to their sexual 
orientation.  (BL) 
The responsibility for determining and 
communicating a student’s gender rest with 
the student, or in the case of younger student, 
the parents 
 
• Ask privately how students would like 
to be addressed 
 
• Attempt to use gender neutral 
pronouns if possible  
 
• Help students gain access to private 
bathrooms, when available 
Knowledge, Feelings, and Procedures in 
Transition  
 
Any sort of medical intervention could be 
hormone therapy or gender affirming surgery, 
but you can do one or both, some will have 
surgery and do hormone therapy.  There are 
different types of gender affirming surgery, 
the most popular for a trans man is what Is 
called top surgery, where they shape your 
chest to look more like a male chest, and of 
course there is bottom surgery as well.  (JG) 
In most cases, a student’s desire to transition 
first happens at school 
 
The first step a school administrator should 
take is to meet with the parents and the 
student to discuss the school’s role in 
supporting the student’s transition 
Responses to Coming Out 
 
School staff, students and parents to be aware 
that transgender and gender nonconforming 
students and athletes may be at a higher risk 
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In high school I did not really give it any 
thought, but I knew I was not straight, but I 
was hoping it would go away, so I was always 
trying to deny it, or I was in denial.  If word 
had gotten out to the crew team, that I was bi 
or gay or something then my team would have 
just completely stopped talking to me.  (KR) 
for peer exclusion, discrimination, and 
bullying because of bias or the possibility of 
misunderstanding and lack of knowledge 
about transgender 
Coping Mechanisms 
 
I was really struggling with and did not ever 
talk to anybody about it, but I felt she knew I 
always needed that space, she never 
pressured me.  She said I am here if you need 
it, she was a support for me.  (BL) 
 
Students should not be prohibited from 
attending homecoming, prom or other social 
events because they are transgender or gender 
nonconforming.  Students who are 
transgender or gender nonconforming should 
be allowed to socialize, like all other students 
in the school. 
 
Schools need to develop safe zones as places 
for students to go 
Safety Concerns 
 
The threat increases, and it is not just getting 
beat up or mugged, its sexual threats and hate 
crimes much more severe and the threat is 
quadruple when you are a transgender 
person, so yes often I don’t feel safe.  There is 
also a divide in rural and urban, and I think 
that is just population density, so the more 
people you are exposed to, it seems the more 
accepting those people are.  Its intolerance 
but they are happy to be ignorant of it.  Most 
people are happy to avoid a scenario that is 
uncomfortable to them.(IL) 
Developing clear guidelines explaining how 
to support transgender students can help 
communicate the importance the school 
places on creating a safe, healthy, and 
nondiscriminatory school climate 
 
Should work to develop more gender-
inclusive environments for all students, 
knowing that they are also creating more 
affirming spaces for transgender students in 
the process.   
 
School district personnel need to ensure that 
all students have access to locker rooms and 
bathrooms that are safe and consistent with 
the student’s gender identity and does not 
isolate them or make them feel uncomfortable 
or different. 
Sport Specific Challenges 
 
So, I was going to join the girls team, but they 
never quite treated me like I was one of the 
girls.  The captain of the crew team was 
scheduling meetings and to meet with them 
and never was invited to either the girls or the 
boys meetings and I felt so isolated and just if 
I was never going to fit in with either team, 
then why bother. (KR) 
Title IX requires the school district to provide 
transgender students with the right to 
participate in such activities, including 
athletics, in a manner consistent with their 
gender identity. 
 
Coaches need to be educated on this issue to 
recognize this language and put a stop to it 
immediately.  “Only girls wear earrings,” 
“only boys play football,” or “you throw like 
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a girl” are overt language that brings out 
transphobic thoughts and feelings and 
according to the study participant is hurtful 
and harmful   
What Administrators Should Know 
 
The biggest misconception is that people think 
that as a group, we are pretty mentally ill, 
like there is something wrong.  Now I do have 
to admit, I met people that have struggled 
with mental illnesses, maybe more struggle 
with mental illness than non-transgender 
people.  (LT) 
 
Every student is entitled to be addressed by 
the name and pronoun that corresponds to the 
student’s gender identity 
 
Student IDs should be issued in the name that 
reflects a student’s gender identity that is 
preferred and consistently asserted at school.  
Schools may enforce dress codes, but any 
dress code must be gender-neutral.  Students 
must have the right to dress in accordance 
with their gender identity, within the 
constraints of the dress codes adopted by the 
school.   
 
Theme-Importance of Language 
General Guidance 
 Having a better understanding of what it means to be transgender or gender non-binary is  
crucial to implementing changes.  According to all of the participants, the first step is using  
language connected to the transgender community in a respectful and accurate way. 
 Another thing about my HS crew experience and there is a lot of very specific language 
used on sports teams, of course there is a lot of homophobic language used, but a lot of 
people don’t think about what they say.  (KR) 
 Clearly, awareness of transgender on the rise, however, it is also clear that there is a distance 
to go in educating the public about the diversity within the transgender community and the 
appropriate, respectful ways to talk about it.  As KR. Points out “Part of the big thing is just 
grammar and how to use it properly.” 
In most cases, a student’s desire to transition first happens at school (nobullying.com).  In 
some cases, a parent will approach a school or district administrator about their child’s transition.  
In other cases, the student is the person who informs the school about their transition.  In either 
case the first step a school administrator should take is to meet with the parents and the student to 
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discuss the school’s role in supporting the student’s transition.  This meeting should include, but 
not be limited to, conversation of the timing of the transition, developing responses to questions 
from school staff and students, and changing the student’s information in school records.  The 
student’s guidance counselor as well as the school nurse should attend that meeting.  
Additionally, school districts should make available any resources to parents and staff who may 
have questions or concerns about transgender.  School administrators are responsible for putting 
in place measures for supporting the child and creating a sensitive supportive environment at 
school. 
School officials should conduct meetings to specifically listen to the needs of transgender 
and gender nonconforming students and their families to gain an understanding of the current 
environment and needs in the school or district.  In addition, holding larger, informational 
sessions with interested parties early will help build trust and provide schools and school districts 
with an extensive understanding of the concerns and needs of the school community. 
Having written guidelines on transgender helps schools encourage the educational and 
social integration of transgender and gender nonconforming students and guarantee a safe 
learning environment free from discrimination and harassment.  The school’s principal is 
responsible for ensuring that all staff are made aware of these guidelines and for making staff 
aware of appropriate training and professional development opportunities.  Every student and 
school is unique and guidelines cannot anticipate every situation that may occur.  The needs of 
each student must be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  School administrators should discuss the 
needs and concerns of transgender and gender non-conforming students with them and their 
families and draw on the experiences and expertise of their colleagues as well as external 
resources where appropriate. 
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Transgender and gender nonconforming students have the ability and autonomy, as do all 
students, to discuss and express their gender identity, and decide when, with whom, and how 
much of their private information to share with others.  Schools should work closely with the 
student and parent(s) in developing an appropriate plan regarding the confidentiality of the 
student’s transgender status.  In some cases, transgender students may not want their parents to 
know about their transgender status.  These situations must be addressed on a case-by-case basis 
and will require schools to balance the goal of supporting the student with the requirement that 
parents be kept informed about their children. 
This makes a strong case for the importance of discussing these issues in the classroom as 
well as preparing yourself for having one-on-one conversations with students.  It is important on 
two levels: to build understanding and empathy among all the students about transgender identity 
and issues; and to help transgender and gender non-conforming students feel more comfortable 
in school and develop positive self-esteem.  Helping all students to be more knowledgeable, 
understanding, and empathic serves all of us in creating safe, welcoming, and more humane 
schools and communities. 
Names and Pronouns 
Interpretative phenomenological analysis is about respecting the individual and their 
unique experiences.  IPA as a methodology aims to realistically represent each individual 
experience and magnify the voices of the participants whose experiences it aims to explore.   
With that theme in mind, participants were asked for a list of recommendations for transgender 
supportive changes.  Several cited the need for a clear process for having one’s preferred name 
entered into the system. 
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Every student is entitled to be addressed by the name and pronoun that corresponds to the 
student’s gender identity.  “IL” shared how everybody in his school, including his teachers knew 
him for a long time under a different name. 
When a teacher would take roll and call me the wrong name at the beginning of class it’s 
very embarrassing, and I would always have to correct them to tell them to use my 
preferred name.  That’s a really important experience in my mind, and it definitely needs 
to be addressed. 
Teachers and other school staff should be made aware of and honor a student’s request to 
be referred to by the name and gender that corresponds to their gender identity.  It is important to 
note that for students who are gender non-conforming or who do not prescribe to the gender 
binary, they may prefer gender neutral pronouns.  Instruct teachers and coaches to ask students 
the name they would prefer instead of reading down a role call list. 
Schools should not assume a student’s name or pronoun.  School officials should ask the 
student and use the requested name and pronouns.  Students need not provide schools with legal 
documents to correct their first name or gender within their student records.  When students are 
referred to by the wrong pronoun by peers or school staff, students may feel intimidated, 
threatened, harassed, or bullied.  School staff can ensure a more respectful environment for all 
students when efforts are made to correct the misuse of pronouns, as well as names, in student 
records.  Teachers can support inclusion of all students, including transgender and gender-
nonconforming students, by embracing simple classroom practices that allow for all students to 
participate in accordance with their gender identity.  Classroom practices that recognize and 
affirm all students, including transgender and gender nonconforming students, are varied and can 
include how the teacher addresses the classroom and how the teacher separates students into 
groups. 
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Theme-Identity Struggles 
Gender Identity 
The responsibility for determining and communicating a student’s gender rest with the 
student, or in the case of younger student, the parents.  Equally important is the need to provide 
teachers and staff with professional development on the topic of transgender and gender identity.  
School districts need to have training on the topic of transgender for teachers, staff, students, and 
other personnel with whom transgender students would likely interact on campus.  This piece is 
especially important because the participants in this study believed teachers, coaches and 
administrators play such a large role in shaping the climate of a high school.  Educators should 
be instructed to use discretion when addressing students, especially for the safety of the students. 
Best practices would include: 
Ask privately how students would like to be addressed. 
Attempt to use gender neutral pronouns if possible.  
Help students gain access to private bathrooms, when available. 
Additionally, if health educators do any teaching of the topic (to peers or students) there 
should be focus on the lack of knowledge regarding etiology/pathology and understanding the 
sensitivity surrounding differing views, especially from religious individuals.  Teach educators 
what signs to watch for regarding issues such as anxiety, depression, and bullying.  Also making 
sure the school has resources available to students that identify on transgender spectrum so that 
they have support and are not alienated from student body. 
Treat Transgender as Individuals 
The needs of each student must be assessed on a case-by-case basis.  School 
administrators should discuss the needs and concerns of transgender and gender non-conforming 
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students with them and their families first.  After that initial conversation, they should draw on 
the experiences and expertise of the personnel within the school system. 
Knowledge, Feelings, and Procedures in Transition  
Create a Positive School Culture 
Educators play a critical role in creating a supportive school culture and advocating for 
the wellbeing of students, for all students.  It is important for school staff, students and parents to 
be aware that transgender and gender nonconforming students and athletes may be at a higher 
risk for peer exclusion, discrimination, and bullying because of bias or the possibility of 
misunderstanding and lack of knowledge about transgender.  Schools must be proactive in 
creating a school culture that respects and values all students and fosters understanding of gender 
identity and expression within the school community.  Best practices in creating a positive 
school climate is the development of safe zones.  Safe Zones are rooms in the school that are 
dedicated to creating a welcoming environment for all members of the school community 
inclusive of race, ethnicity, national origin, culture, language, gender and gender expression, 
sexuality, religious and political beliefs, age, and ability. After introductory safe zone training, 
faculty, and staff can display a safe zone sign on their, desks, or office doors.  This signifies 
support for LGBTQ people and identifies those who display the sign as advocates and/or allies 
who can be safely approached for support or guidance. 
What Administrators Should Know and Responses to Coming Out 
Student ID, Privacy, and Diploma 
As JG pointed out when discussing privacy. 
  
“Don’t make a big deal out of it.  Unless the student wants it to be spread and talked 
about, keep it quiet.” 
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Student IDs should be issued in the name that reflects a student’s gender identity that is 
preferred and consistently asserted at school.  There are many ways schools protect transgender 
students’ interests in keeping their transgender status private, including taking steps to prepare 
staff to consistently use the appropriate name and pronouns.  Using transgender students’ birth 
names or pronouns that do not match their gender identity risks disclosing a student’s 
transgender status.  Upon receipt of documentation that a former student has changed their legal 
name, a high school must provide an updated copy of the student’s high school diploma with the 
student’s new name at the student’s request.  If the student does not legally change their name, a 
best practice, recommended for high schools, is to issue at graduation two diplomas to those 
students whose preferred name is different from their legal name, with one diploma bearing the 
student’s legal name, and the other bearing the student’s preferred name.   
I was working with my principal and teachers and they basically asked me what I needed, 
so they changed all of my records and everything, so I did my senior year, I changed my 
name legally and did my senior year as a male.  (KR) 
 
Medical Records 
In the case of a transgender student, a school nurse should use the student’s preferred 
name, and should use the student’s legal name only when necessary for the student to receive 
appropriate care and to enable the school nurse to coordinate care for the student with other 
health care providers or licensed professionals, as well as to file health insurance claims. 
Sport Specific Challenges 
Athletic and Physical Education Programs 
Title IX requires the school district to provide transgender students with the right to 
participate in such activities, including athletics, in a manner consistent with their gender 
identity.  Sports and physical education programs, including physical education classes and 
school teams, are educational opportunities.  Participation in these activities plays an integral 
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role in developing a child’s fitness and health, self-esteem and general well-being.  Schools 
should not exclude any student from participation in a school-affiliated activity based on a 
student’s gender identity or transgender status.  Schools should not treat students differently on 
the basis of sex, including gender identity, in any school activities or the application of any 
school rule.  Schools must provide the same opportunities to transgender and gender 
nonconforming students that they provide to all students.  Transgender or gender nonconforming 
students should be able to participate in activities in a manner that is consistent with their gender 
identity.   All students should have the opportunity to participate in athletics consistent with their 
gender identity, regardless of the gender listed on school records.  School and sports league 
policy should base its athletic eligibility determination on the student’s current transcript and 
school registration information, documentation of the student’s consistent gender identification 
(e.g., affirmed written statements from student, parent/guardian, or health care provider), and any 
other pertinent information. 
Additionally, homecoming, prom and school traditions are important to all students, 
including transgender and gender nonconforming students.  Students should not be prohibited 
from attending homecoming, prom or other social events because they are transgender or gender 
nonconforming.  Students who are transgender or gender nonconforming should be allowed to 
socialize, like all other students in the school. 
Recognize and Challenge Transphobia 
Language and stereotypes based on gender binaries can wreak havoc on transgender 
students.  The sports arena is where this language seems to be more prevalent than others.  
Coaches need to be educated on this issue to recognize this language and put a stop to it 
immediately.  “Only girls wear earrings,” “only boys play football,” or “you throw like a girl” 
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are overt language that brings out transphobic thoughts and feelings and according to the study 
participant is hurtful and harmful.   
There are a lot more of us than people think, people think we are a very small part of the 
population, but there are a lot of us. (IL)  
 
Restroom and Locker Room Accessibility 
Within the school environment, school district personnel need to ensure that all students 
have access to locker rooms and bathrooms that are safe and consistent with the student’s gender 
identity and does not isolate them or make them feel uncomfortable or different.  Any privacy 
concerns raised by other students should be addressed by segregating the students, provided that 
the action does not result in harm or stigmatizes the students who are opposing.  This means that 
transgender and gender-nonconforming students are entitled to use the bathroom that matches 
their gender identity.  Any student, transgender or otherwise, who has a need or desire for 
increased privacy, regardless of underlying reasons, also has the right to access a single-user 
restroom, such as a staff bathroom or the bathroom in the nurse’s office.  However, the single-
user bathroom may not be given as the only option for transgender or gender-nonconforming 
students. 
All students must have access to the locker room facility that corresponds to their gender 
identity.  If there is a request for increased privacy, any student should be offered access to a 
reasonable accommodation, such as: a separate changing schedule; use of a private area in the 
facility (e.g., a restroom stall with a door or an area separated by a curtain); use of a nearby 
private area (i.e., nearby restroom or health suite); assignment of student locker near staff office. 
I did theatre as well, and the theatre dept.  had their own bathroom.  They were amazing 
and supportive.  I was allowed to use that whenever I wanted.  I would not have felt safe 
using the regular bathroom.  (IL) 
Safety Concerns 
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Dress Codes 
Schools may enforce dress codes, but any dress code must be gender-neutral.  Students 
must have the right to dress in accordance with their gender identity, within the constraints of the 
dress codes adopted by the school.  School staff must not enforce a school’s dress code more 
strictly against transgender and gender-nonconforming students than other students.  Gender-
neutral dress code guidelines apply to regular school days as well as any special events, such as 
graduation ceremonies and prom. 
Coping Mechanisms 
How Do Schools Foster Respect for Transgender Students? 
Developing clear guidelines explaining how to support transgender students can help 
communicate the importance the school places on creating a safe, healthy, and nondiscriminatory 
school climate.  Schools can do this by providing educational programs aimed at staff, students, 
families, and other community members.  School administrators need to review current policies, 
handbooks, and other written materials to ensure they are updated to reflect the inclusion of 
gender identity in the student antidiscrimination laws. 
Creating a more welcoming environment for students’ gender diversity is a more 
effective and permanent strategy than trying to solve the concerns associated with an individual 
transgender student.  Accordingly, schools should work to develop more gender-inclusive 
environments for all students, knowing that they are also creating more affirming spaces for 
transgender students in the process.  Such work represents a systematic approach to improving a 
school’s overall climate and will ultimately increase all students’ sense of safety, engagement 
and inclusion. 
We are not that different. (IL) 
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It is important that people try to get a better understanding of trans folks and what we 
are like and understand that we are not that different, we are just trying to be authentic to 
ourselves.  (IL) 
Be open, accepting and compassionate. (RR) 
Being open to change is really important.  (IL) 
Summary 
School districts have a distinctive and powerful opportunity to support transgender 
student athletes, including those going through a gender transition, while providing education to 
the entire school.  Regardless of how a student transitions or expresses their gender identity, all 
students have the right to have their gender identity recognized and appreciated by their school 
community.  For most students, the experience of gender transition is focused exclusively on 
social transition, whereby they begin to live as the gender consistent with their gender identity.  
They may or may not begin to dress in ways that better reflect their gender identity, but as all 
young people do, they look for social approval of their gender identity from peers and other 
important figures in their lives.  Some of the most influential of those individuals would include 
teachers and other school personnel. 
Transgender athletes and the transgender population in general have reasons to be 
optimistic about the future.  While work in many areas still needs to be done, advocates, and 
research such as this will help educate the public about transgender, and hopefully help to make 
a cultural shift in our thinking about biology and gender. 
The more opportunities transgender students have to discuss LGBT issues in school, the 
more likely they are to feel part of their school community.  Transgender students who are out to 
most or all students and staff, report a greater sense of belonging (Munoz-Plaza, 2002).  
Every student has the right to learn in a safe and tolerant school environment.  Supporting 
transgender students gives them the same opportunity as all students.  School districts need to be 
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proactive by fostering a school environment that celebrates gender diversity.  Over the past 
number of years, schools have learned and continue to appreciate the value and obligation of 
accommodating the sport participation interests for a variety of students, including those of 
color, women, students with disabilities, and lesbian, gay, and bisexual students.  The right of 
transgender students to participate in sports calls for similar considerations of fairness and equal 
access.  Furthermore, as more states and schools add gender identity and expression to their 
nondiscrimination policies, and as more courts hold that sex discrimination laws protect 
transgender people, transgender students and their parents are increasingly insisting that athletics 
programs accommodate transgender students. 
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Appendix A 
Email sent to the following organizations: 
Millersville University 
TransAthlete.com 
Penn State University 
CampusprideIndex.org 
Goathletes.com 
 
 
Hello, my name is Ron Kennedy and I am currently the athletic director at Donegal High School 
in Mount Joy. I am currently enrolled at Drexel in the Doctoral program and my topic is the 
transgender high school athlete. I am looking for individuals that are identifying as transgender 
and have participated on a high school sports team.  Any help you could provide to me would be 
greatly appreciated. Feel free to contact me at either email address. Or if you have contact with 
anybody who may be interested in being part of the research they may contact me as well. Thank 
you in advance.  
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Appendix B 
Thank you for participating. I would like to remind you that you can choose not to answer any 
question, and we will move on. 
Background Information 
1. What is your age? 
2. With which race/ethnicity do you identify? 
3. Where did you grow up and where do you live now? 
4. Briefly describe your sport background 
5. How do you prefer to describe your identity in terms of gender? What pronoun do you 
prefer? 
6. What does the term transgender mean to you? 
7. How do you identify in terms of gender? 
8. Can you walk me through a timeline of your gender identity? 
9. Is there a specific nickname or pseudonym that you would like me to use in my writing? 
10. Tell me about your sport experiences, particularly as a trans athlete 
Questions for discussion: 
Describe your typical day on a school campus. 
Describe your relationships with your teammates, coaches, administrators and teachers. 
Did/do your teammates know about your gender identity? 
Why did you/didn’t you tell them you are transgender. 
Did your transitioning influence your sport experiences? How? 
Did you feel safe at school? 
Were you subject to any bullying and or harassing behavior? 
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Semi-Structured Interview Guide 
1. What sport(s) did you play in high school?  Why did you pick that sport(s)?  
2. Are you playing in college? Why or why not? 
3. Did your teammates in high school know you were transgender? 
a. How did they find out?  
b. Why did you choose to tell them?   
c. How did you handle being “outed’?   
d. What was their reactions? 
4. How did your coach handle knowing you were transgender?  
a. Did they create a safe place for you?  
b. Did you feel comfortable with their interactions with you?   
c. Did you feel they advocated for you with opposing teams? 
5. Was there a person in the school that supported your participation in sports?   
a. Was there a specific person you could speak to? 
6. What made you feel uncomfortable participating in sports? 
7. Did playing sports help your high school experience? 
8. How did you handle bullying or harassment? 
9. Can you talk about any challenges you have encountered as a trans athlete? 
10. How have you coped with or overcome them? 
11. Can you talk about any positive experiences that you have encountered as a trans athlete? 
12. What advice would you give to other trans athletes? 
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13. If you could create a policy about trans athletes in sport, what guidelines would you 
suggest? 
14. Is there anything else you would like to cover that I have not asked you? 
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Appendix C 
Listing of National and Local Organizations Contacted 
Name of Organization Location Contact Information 
TransAthlete Unknown info@transathlete.com  
CampusPride Charlotte, NC  info@campuspride.org  
GLAAD.org Los Angeles, CA bpalmer@glaad.org 
National Center for Transequality Washington DC ncte@transequality.org 
transadvocacynetwork.org   
TranscentralPA Harrisburg, PA info@transcnetralpa.org 
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Appendix D 
Nodes-Coming Out
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Appendix E 
Nodes-Coping Mechanisms 
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Appendix F 
Nodes-Language 
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Appendix G 
Nodes-What people should know 
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Appendix H 
Code Book 
Nodes 
 
Name Description Sources References 
background-
demographics 
Information on participants 0 0 
age age 6 6 
gender identification M to F or F to M identified – OR – choice to 
not identify 
6 7 
Home state Past/present residence 6 6 
race Self-identified 6 6 
sports What sports played in HS 6 7 
coming out Disclosing transgender status 4 7 
coach response Coach reactions 4 7 
discrimination-
less field time 
Negative reaction  2 3 
key life figure Positive ongoing support 2 2 
employment 
considerations 
Potential impact on employment status 1 1 
explaining to 
teammates 
What was said  3 6 
team response Team member-team as a whole response 3 4 
family response Response of family members 3 3 
friend responses Responses of friends 3 5 
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Name Description Sources References 
school response Responses of teachers-administrators 2 3 
Identity struggle Coming to terms w/ trans identity 4 7 
peer-social issues Common interpersonal problems 5 9 
conflated 
gender identity 
w sexual 
preference 
Gender identity and sexual preference not the 
same 
1 1 
fear of 
harassment-
bullying 
Reason for not disclosing 2 2 
isolated-outcast Common status-both self-imposed and 
externally imposed 
5 5 
pre HS experiences Of not being in right body/right gender 3 3 
presentation Gendered presentation 1 1 
she knew before I 
did 
Partner’s awareness and providing information 1 2 
language Importance of language used 6 13 
discriminatory 
language 
Harm of common Cis-Heteronormative 
language 
1 1 
name issues Gendered names and switching names 2 3 
pronoun preference Preference of he/she, etc 5 6 
safety Thoughts or concerns about being Trans and 
safe 
5 7 
bathrooms Personal concern while in bathroom 1 1 
family concern Concern of family for Trans participant 1 1 
male privilege Feeling more safe b/c able to pass as male 1 1 
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Name Description Sources References 
passing The ability to appear as a member of an 
accepted group 
1 1 
school not safe Not feeling safe at school 2 2 
sport challenges Challenges specific to sports 2 4 
awkward transitions Identifying as one gender-having to play as the 
other 
2 2 
choice between sport 
and being myself 
Gender identity not accepted by other athletes-
related to age and sex characteristics 
1 1 
question of cheating Common concern of Cis-people re: M to F 
athletes-more muscle mass equals unfair 
advantage 
1 1 
transitioning Aspects of moving from one presentation to 
another 
4 9 
importance of 
knowledge-resources 
Knowing that there is a term-an identity-for 
who one is 
1 1 
procedures Hormones, surgery, etc 3 4 
reason for waiting Reason for not transitioning earlier in life 1 2 
what people should know Thoughts and feelings of Trans athletes 2 3 
advice to other trans 
athletes 
How to be the best you can be 1 3 
avoid 
comparisons 
Not beneficial to performance 1 1 
binding and 
self-
consciousness 
Better to be pain free over being restricted to 
pass 
1 1 
focus on 
authenticity 
Being comfortable as who you are key to 
success 
1 1 
challenging 
misconceptions 
Common assumptions about Trans persons 4 9 
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Name Description Sources References 
more of us than 
you think 
Only a small group of people 1 1 
non-binary is a 
thing 
Only M or F exist 1 1 
not a choice-
fad-phase 
Assumption that being Trans is optional and 
transitory, ‘fashionable’ 
2 4 
not crazy Assumption of mental instability-damage 2 2 
how to help How non-trans groups can help 4 13 
be an advocate Speak up for other’s rights 1 1 
don't out people If you know status-don’t share w/out 
permission 
1 1 
not that 
different 
A lot in common w/ Cis-persons 1 1 
open accepting 
compassionate 
Stance/response needed w or w/out 
understanding 
3 4 
respect is 
essential 
Stance/response needed w or w/out 
understanding 
2 3 
treat as 
individuals 
Don’t lump as unified group 1 1 
what not to ask Some lines should not be crossed 1 1 
what HS admins 
should know 
Awareness and action needs 3 4 
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Appendix I 
Drexel University Informed Consent for Research Involving Human Subjects 
Title of Dissertation: A Qualitative Inquiry into the Plight of Transgender Youth on High 
School Sports Teams 
Researcher: Ronald H. Kennedy Jr. 
The purpose of the research is to explore the lived experiences of transgender high school 
athletes and to understand the concerns of the transgender high school athletes and how school 
districts and associations can address these concerns through new policies and guidelines in 
regards to a transgender students' participation in athletics.  Your participation will allow you the 
opportunity to openly discuss and examine your experiences as a high school athlete.  
Your involvement in this study includes participation in 2-3 interview sessions. These sessions 
will each last approximately 90 minutes and will focus on your sport experiences. The interviews 
will be audio recorded. Interviews may be conducted via telephone, skype, or email. Please 
realize that these forms or communication are not 100% secure.  
To maintain this confidentiality, your name, names of other people, and any 
identifying information, you mention will be removed or coded in the printed transcripts of the 
interview. I will be the only person to listen to the audio-recording. The interview transcript may 
be read by my advisor who also will maintain your confidentiality. The audio-recording and 
transcripts will be kept secured and will only be accessible to the researcher. Upon completion of 
the study, the audio-recording will be deleted and the original transcriptions that include 
identifying information will be destroyed. 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide not to participate in this study 
at any time, your decision will not affect your relationship with any individual involved with the 
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research or institution.  Should topics come up that make you emotionally uncomfortable, you 
may choose to not respond to the question and move on to the next question. 
My signature below indicates that I have been informed 
• I am over the age of 18, 
• I am free to withdraw from this study at any time without prejudice. 
• I can ask questions about any of the procedures, and the information about me obtained during 
the course of this study will be kept confidential. 
I have read the informed consent document, and all of my questions have been answered.  
 
I agree to participate in this study. 
Signature of Participant_______________________________ Date: ____________________ 
 
 
 
